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ABSTRACT

DEVELOPMENT OF PERSISTENCE AMONG URUGUAYAN ADULT STUDENTS
Aldo Rodríguez, Ph.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Stephen Tonks, Director

In Uruguay, one constant concern for policy makers, authorities, teachers and
administrators is student retention. Among adult learners who have returned to secondary school,
dropping out of school is an even larger problem. However, there are several students that in
spite of their problems and barriers continue studying and return to school. This study focuses on
why some Uruguayan adult students attending a night school succeed, finish the school year and
think about continuing with their education. These students previously dropped out of traditional
education, then decided to re-enroll in education, and are now persisting to graduation.
The aim of this study is to understand the reasons these adult students persist. Using
interview study methodology, nineteen Uruguayan adult students from first and fourth year of
adult secondary school were recruited. Participants were asked to describe their previous
experiences with education, the reasons they returned to school and the reasons they persist.
Participants revealed that having an explicit objective helps them stay focused and
persist. Some common objectives they mentioned were to be a role-model for their children or to
“be somebody in life.” From the data gathered we can conclude that the students defined
themselves as stop-outs, defined as students who drop out of education but always think of
returning to it, more than dropouts.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
You may encounter many defeats, but you must not be defeated. In fact, it may be
necessary to encounter the defeats, so you can know who you are, what you can rise from, how
you can still come out of it. (Maya Angelou)
This quotation summarizes the ideas being investigated in this study. In life, we all
encounter many defeats, obstacles and barriers on the path to our objectives. When we encounter
those obstacles, we have two possible attitudes: approach them or avoid them. Approaching the
obstacles and overcoming them implies the development of persistence toward accomplishment
of an objective, whereas avoiding them implies giving up. The trajectory of student progress in
education is consistent with this idea. For some students, coping with their personal world and
their educational world is almost impossible; they find no other solution than quitting (Rivero,
2008). Others find strategies to overcome the setbacks (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).
The meaning of success has always intrigued me, and I have often associated success to
the idea of persisting: persisting in school, persisting in my daily endeavors or persisting in my
ideas. My meaning of success has changed along the different stages in my life and through the
different contexts in which I have worked and the many people I have encountered. However,
the main reason for my interest in success is that it is closely related to both my profession as
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher and to the students I teach: adult learners. What
may represent success for me as a teacher, may not be considered successful by my students and
vice versa. As a teacher, achieving success can be defined as having my students learn the
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language, its culture, and its practicalities. From a broader perspective, and considering the
context in which I teach, success may represent keeping the students in the classroom and
persisting toward their goals. Consequently, by observing my students learning English I have
noticed that the concept of success is very subjective, is context-related, and is in constant flux.
This subjectivity is even more noticeable when teaching adults, probably due to their
various background experiences and how they have coped with those experiences. While
researching adult learners, Knowles (1980) demonstrated that finding equilibrium between their
personal and academic worlds is a good definition of success. For adult learners, their personal
lives represent a set of responsibilities ranging from parenting and family responsibilities to
economic and financial ones. In this context, returning to school becomes a significant challenge,
and an even bigger challenge is persisting over time. Coping with one more responsibility
inevitably demands more commitment from the student as well as rearrangement of the different
components of their lives and the development of strategies to cope with the frustration that
changes bring about (Knowles, 1980). The main aim of this study was to learn about adult
students’ success and the psychological components affecting their persistence when attending
an adult education program.
Success in education is intrinsically connected to the role of the teacher, and achieving
success is particularly critical among adult learners. Rivero (2008) points out that adult students’
lack of success has been commonly associated with the lack of persistence in education and the
person being labeled as a dropout. Governments and national education systems have become
concerned with the idea of keeping students in school (Rumberger, 2011). Countries have tried
different programs and adapted existing programs to promote students’ persistence, tenacity, and
perseverance. On the one hand, it is a psychological state that affects the students and their
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attainment of a degree; on the other hand, persistence is a performance measure for the
institution in which the students attend classes. Consequently, persistence has a polysemic
meaning in terms of success, and Uruguay has embarked on a process in which these concepts
have been addressed since 2008 (Rivero, 2008). For this reason, Uruguay is an interesting
context for a study on persistence.
Consequently, the context for the study was a Uruguayan adult secondary school for three
main reasons. First, there is a lack of local research on this topic in Uruguay and the findings of
this study will contribute to the betterment of adult education in different aspects. Second, adult
students’ persistence has been a topic of interest within the Uruguayan society. And third, I have
been addressing the issue of learner persistence as an adult educator for more than twenty years.
In the following section I present further information about the context and reasons for this
study.

Context for This Study

Uruguay is a small, 290-year-old country in South America that borders Argentina, Brazil
and the Atlantic Ocean. In 2015, its population was 3,431,555 inhabitants, with 1.7 million
people living in the capital city of Montevideo (CIA, 2015). The population is not very diverse,
as 88% of the population is Caucasian, and the remaining 12% is composed of mixed-race,
aboriginal and black people (CIA, 2015). Because aboriginal people were exterminated during
the multiple periods of being conquered between 1492 and the 1800s, the main origins of
Uruguayans are Italian, Spanish, German, French, Portuguese and British. The official language
of the country is Spanish, although a mixture of Portuguese and Spanish, called “Portuñol,” is
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spoken on the borders with Brazil. Other languages, including English, Portuguese, French and
Italian, are taught at schools as part of the national second language policies (Kaiser, 2017).
In the last few years, Uruguay has become well-known for two big milestones. The first
was the passage of laws allowing for same sex marriage, free abortion, and the legal use of
marijuana. Even though other countries have passed these laws, there is no country that has
passed all three of them. The second milestone is educational. In 2006, Uruguay implemented
the One Laptop per Child program, called Plan Ceibal. This program has been progressively
developed and improved so it is currently reaching 100% of students enrolled in public
education. To achieve this, the Uruguayan government has provided every child and adolescent
with a low-cost laptop and has made free internet available countrywide. With this project,
Uruguay has become a pioneer in the use of technology in the classroom and in bridging the gap
of the digital divide.

Uruguayan Educational System

Lanzaro (2004) listed Uruguay’s education system as one of the oldest in South America,
along with Argentina’s and Chile’s. The Uruguayan system is based on three principles:
obligatoriness, secularism, and gratuitousness. The first principle, obligatoriness, means that
education in Uruguay is mandatory from K-12 so the State guarantees that every Uruguayan,
even from the most remote areas of the country, has access to education. The principle of
secularism implies that education is regarded as non-religious, so there cannot be any reference
to religion made by the institution or the teachers. The third and last principle, gratuitousness,
defines Uruguayan education as free of charge from kindergarten to university. Education has its
source of income in the taxes of all Uruguayan citizens.
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Even though there is a Ministry of Education, the authority that supervises education in
Uruguay is a counsel called the Consejo Directivo Central (CODICEN), subdivided into four
divisions: the Consejo de Educacion Inicial y Primaria (CEIP), which supervises elementary
schools, and the Consejo de Educacion Secundaria (CES), which oversees secondary schools.
The Consejo de Educacion Tecnico Profesional (CETP) is in charge of supervising technical and
trade education, and the Consejo de Formacion en Educacion (CFE) supervises teacher
preparation institutions (Kaiser, 2017).
The Uruguayan constitution regulates education as a human right and positions education
as one of the duties every parent has for his/her children. More recently, the 2008 law of
education (in Article 7, Chapter 2) made education compulsory for all elementary and secondary
school students, which is equivalent to the K-12 system in the United States. Consequently, the
right to education must be respected and guaranteed regardless of the age of the students. While
14 years of education are now obligatory by law, the levels of disengagement of traditional
students from school, represented by the retention and drop-out rates—especially in secondary
school—have been a national concern (Fernández Aguerre, 2009; OECD, 2016).

Adult Education in Uruguay

The Uruguayan educational system provides non-traditional students who previously
dropped out of traditional education another opportunity to attend secondary school classes at
night to accommodate their work and family responsibilities. These programs are held from 8
p.m. to 12 a.m. from Monday to Friday. These programs tend to be more personalized than
traditional schools due to the type of student who attends. This includes more flexible and
adaptable timetables, different ways of assessing students’ knowledge, a skill-based and strategy-
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based learning approach, and a more personal attention to the students’ needs (Rivero, 2008).
According to Knowles (1980), adult learners vary from traditional students in their disposition to
learn, the amount of experience they have gathered, the development of self-concepts, and their
self-regulation and intrinsic motivation. Adult education programs, then, consider these elements
to address the needs and interests of adult learners.
More recently, adult education has expanded, creating new programs aimed at new
contexts and social requirements. In this regard, the ANEP (MEC, Panorama de la Educacion,
2014) created programs to promote literacy for those adults who never attended school. These
literacy programs are tailored to the needs of the students. In some programs, students are
required to attend courses and pass an exam, while in others, students receive credit for their
experience and earn an elementary school diploma. There are also non-formal programs that
target the particular needs of individuals living in particular contexts. Additionally, there are
programs on technical education that prepare individuals for particular careers, such as
mechanic, hair-dresser, make-up artist, administration clerk, chef or baker. However, in the
current study, adult education refers to Uruguay’s subsidiary system in which adults finish their
secondary education at night school.

Dropout Among Adult Students in Uruguay

Although official data are not kept on the adult education dropout rates, experts and
practitioners report that many students do not complete their classes. This statement is true for
both traditional and adult education. It is well known that the percentage of students remaining in
an adult education program class by the end of the school year is much smaller than in traditional
education. However, there are no data supporting the fact that students drop out more in adult
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education than in traditional education. One reason for this is that the National Statistics Institute
Report 2014 does not include people attending adult education programs in night schools (INE,
2014).
Uruguay has been the country with the highest number of dropouts in traditional
education in Latin America. According to La Red (2015), 4.4% of middle school students and
9.2% of high school students enrolled in 2005 leave school without finishing the program they
are attending. Also, 20% of those students do not come back to education. In contrast, the
Uruguayan Ministry of Education reported that since 2005 there is a decreasing number of
dropouts in secondary education, down to 1.9% in middle school and 2.7% in high school in
2014 (See Table 1; MEC, Panorama de la Educacion, 2014). This means that since 2005 the
percentage of dropouts in traditional secondary education has been reduced by almost two thirds.
Table 1 also shows that the percentage of dropouts, which was much higher in traditional high
school than traditional middle school, became almost equal in 2012, and it had a slight difference
in the statistics for 2015.

Cardozo (2010), while analyzing why traditional students drop out, found that the critical
age traditional students drop out was 15 and that students typically dropped out for one of three
reasons: they took a job, they lacked of motivation, or they had academic difficulties or a lack of
readiness. Similar conclusions were found by System of Information about Educational
Tendencies in Latin America (SITEAL; 2013) among traditional Latin American students aged
14-15. In the same vein, Bucheli and Casahuerta (2010) concluded that many students at the age
of 15 entered the workforce, which affects academic performance and academic persistence.
Among students who wanted to leave school and work, women with children, and even women
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without children, were more likely than men to drop out. Bucheli and Casahuerta also found that
when students with familial and work responsibilities study in a friendly atmosphere, created by
a supportive and understanding place, they tended to persist. Those students who dropped out
were asked if they would return to school; 65% of the participants said they would come back to
school, although 90% of that 65% did not find the institutional and academic means to do it (de
Melo, Failache & Machado, 2015).

Table 1
Dropouts in Secondary School in Uruguay
Year
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

Middle school (%)
4.4
4.5
5.2
3.9
3.7
4.1
3.4
3.5
2.8
1.9

High school (%)
9.2
11.1
8.4
5.6
4.8
5.0
3.6
3.9
3.1
2.7

Note. This table shows the official percentage of dropouts in secondary education published by
the Ministry of Education in 2014. It is divided into middle school dropouts (Grades 1-3) and
high school dropouts (Grades 4-6) and the average percentage of dropouts in secondary
education.

The data regarding and the conclusions drawn about traditional students cannot be
compared to data for adult education. There is a simple reason for this: in Uruguay there are
three institutions that deal with adult education, and none of them share data about enrollment,
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dropouts, and students who succeed in adult education programs. Even though adult education
programs are not new, they have long been forgotten in the statistical reports. Anay Acosta
(personal communication, September 15, 2016), one of the members of the Adult Education
Commission at Consejo de Educacion Secundaria (the secondary school council), gave a
different perspective on the problem, saying that within adult education programs, there are
different structures and different ways of accrediting knowledge and attendance. Consequently,
data cannot be grouped and presented in the same way it is presented for traditional education.
This perspective is consistent with the various programs that ANEP currently has to address the
needs of adults.
There is also an ontological reason for this lack of data. Acosta (Personal communication,
September 15, 2016) also argued that for adults, dropping out of education is not a choice most
of the time, but students simply drop out because there are more important demands they need to
address. This parallels Knowles (1980), who found that adults deal with two worlds: the personal
world and the academic world. Their personal world is very demanding. In adult students’
hierarchy of objectives, their own personal educational goals are at a secondary or tertiary level
below familial objectives or working responsibilities. Therefore, when there is a conflict between
academic objectives and personal/working objectives, the former are the most likely to be
discarded.
In addition to this, adult education programs had not had administrative or managing
divisions within the national educational system in charge of designing syllabi, training teachers,
or studying this area. It was not until 2009 that the Direccion Sectorial de Jovenes y Adultos
(Division of Young Adults and Adults) was created within ANEP. Having a new division in
charge of adult education produces a two-sided situation. On the one hand, it constitutes a
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positive advancement in the development of adult education in Uruguay because there are
specialized people focused on adults as the target population of the programs. This is a different
approach from the one previously used in the country. On the other hand, having a new
institution in charge of adult education has the disadvantage of not having historically
systematized data to publish on adult education enrollment rates, successes, or dropout rates.
Consequently, the lack of systematized data on adult education requires us to find another way of
dealing with the issue of adult student dropouts.

Data on Adult Student Dropouts

One way to address this lack of systematized data is to use one school containing both
programs as a sample and study the data from that school. Around the country there are at least
two schools per province containing both programs in the same school and under the same
administration. As an example of this situation, one middle school containing traditional
programs during daytime and adult education programs at night has been chosen. This school is
Secondary School #5 Armando I. Barbieri, the oldest (founded in 1873) secondary school in the
northern province of Salto in Uruguay. The school has a current enrollment of 1,796 students:
1,206 students in traditional education and 590 students in the adult education programs
(Secondary School #5 Administration, 2016).
To know more about the school, we need to know more about its location. Salto is the
second most populated province in Uruguay with 130,065 inhabitants (INE, 2014). Salto’s
capital city, also called Salto, is the second largest city within the country. The main sources of
income of the population in this province come from agriculture, notably the production of
oranges, blueberries, onions, lemons, and other rural activities. A large number of the students

11
attending adult education programs work in the rural activities. This province also has a touristbased source of income and jobs in that there are three hot spring facilities near the capital city
Salto. A significant number of students attending adult education programs have seasonal jobs
there. There are 12 public secondary schools in Salto, but only two schools share traditional
education programs with adult education programs. One of those schools is Secondary School
#1, which has fifth and sixth year (the American equivalent of 11th and 12th grades). The other
one is Secondary School #5, the one used in this study, in which students can attend from first to
fourth year (the American equivalent of 7th to 10th grades).
By analyzing Secondary School #5’s statistical data, it is easier to understand whether the
rates of dropouts are higher among adult learners than among traditional students. Table 2 has
been constructed by collecting data from different sources. Under the first column there is the
number of students attending first, second and third year Ciclo Basico (the American equivalent
to sixth, seventh and eighth grade middle school) and fourth year (the equivalent to ninth grade
in the United States). These statistics were taken from a national statistical publication called
Monitor Educativo Liceal (ANEP, 2016) as well as the school statistics provided by the school
administration. Under the second column, called #students in adult education programs, data
were provided by the school administration and represent the total number of students attending
adult education programs at that school. The third column shows the total number of students
attending Secondary School #5. This is the population of the school within the last five years
(see Table 2). It is interesting to note that the number of students enrolled in adult education
programs, with the exception of the enrollment in 2012, decreased over the years. The same
process took place in traditional education, but the reverse process seemed to start in 2015. The
overall secondary school population has reduced by 295 students within the last five years.
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Table 2
Students Enrolled at Secondary School #5 Salto
Year

Traditional
Adult education
Total # students
education
programs
at school
2015
1237
575
1812
2014
1143
626
1769
2013
1281
587
1868
2012
1374
568
1942
2011
1434
673
2107
Note. This table shows the number of students enrolled in traditional education programs (Years
1-4) and the number of students enrolled in adult education programs (Years 1-4) in the last five
years (Secondary School #5, 2016)

Regarding adult education retention, Table 3 shows the percentages of dropouts within
the last five years. In adult education programs at this school, the teachers and principal meet
three times during the year: at the beginning of the school year before classes start in February;
at the beginning of June, considering students’ performance and attendance until the end of May;
and at the end of the school year in November. At this meeting, the teachers evaluate adult
students’ performances as well as their attendance in class at those meetings. The school
administration, together with the teachers, determines the number of students who dropped out.
Table 3 represents these two moments, May and the end of the school year, in which the number
of dropouts from the program is determined. Under the column named May, the percentage of
adult students dropping out of the program is shown. Under the column named End of School
Year, the final percentage of dropouts, including the percentage of people who dropped in May,
is shown. By analyzing the data gathered for this particular school, it can be inferred that the
number of dropouts in adult education programs in Secondary School #5 is higher than the
number of students in traditional education at the same school.
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Table 3
Dropouts in Adult Education Programs at Secondary School #5 Salto
May

December
(end of school year)

2015
30%
51%
2014
40%
62%
2013
29%
57%
2012
36%
53%
2011
30%
53%
Note. This table shows the percentage of dropouts after the first teachers’ meeting on May 31
and the percentage of dropouts at the end of the school year (Secondary School #5 Salto, 2016)

An aspect that stands out from the data shown in Table 3 is that the number of dropouts
in adult education until May is proportionally higher than the number of dropouts at the end of
the school year. This may happen because there are students who enroll in adult education, but
they do not attend classes at all. Interestingly, the percentage of adult students dropping out by
May 2014 represents the highest figure of the last five years. There is a consistent number of
students leaving school during the second part of the school year. This percentage of dropouts in
the second part of the school year ranged from 17% in 2012 to 28% in 2013.
If we focus on student retention within the different years (see Table 4), it can be seen
that the highest number of students staying in school is in fourth year. Table 4 shows that there is
a more than 10% retention in fourth year compared to the previous three years at the same
school. At this level, fourth year, there might be an additional motivation to finish the program
and leave the school. Even though students have technically finished middle school studies when
they finished third year, the program ends when they finish fourth year (first year of high
school). This additional motivation students have when they are in fourth year is just a
presupposition based on anecdotal experience and students’ accounts along the years.
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However, data show that fourth-year students are more persistent, or drop out less often,
than the students attending the rest of the years in adult education programs at this school. For
this reason, the proposed study centers on fourth-year students to learn why they persist more
than the other grade level students. To see whether students’ accounts include different
constructs of motivation or center in different elements to persist, participants from the first-year
of secondary school were recruited. Students in the first-year are at the beginning of the adult
education program, and students in fourth-year are at the end of the adult education program.
Fourth-year participants are all students who persisted, whereas the first-year participants in this
study were people who had just entered the program this year.

Table 4
Dropouts per Grade at Secondary School #5 Salto
Year
1st year
2nd year
3rd year
4th year
2015
59.5%
61%
53%
38.5%
2014
60.2%
66.3%
60%
47%
2013
75%
73%
61%
40%
2012
76.7%
40.5%
29.8%
32%
2011
Note. This table shows the percentage of dropouts in two different ways. First, it shows dropouts
grouped by year. Second, it shows the percentage of dropouts since 2012 until now. (Secondary
School #5 Salto, 2016)

Problem Statement

With this high number of students leaving the adult education program at Secondary
School #5, my main interest is in who succeeded in the program. This focus parallels Duckworth,
Peterson, Matthews and Kelly’s (2007) research on grit at very demanding and challenging
contexts such as the National Spelling Bee contest or West Point Academy. Nora, Barlow and
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Crisp (2006) also followed a similar line of inquiry, albeit in a different context. They questioned
why Latinos attending college in the United States dropped out and concluded that persistence,
or its lack, is a complex and multi-dimensional issue. Based on several years of research, Nora
(2002, 2003, 2006) created a model with a predominantly sociological framework that outlined
the possible reasons affecting persistence at different stages of the Latino college students’ lives.
The model includes six sets of reasons to explain quantitatively why students stay in school (e.g.,
pre-college and pull factors, institutional reasons, academic and social experiences, cognitive and
non-cognitive outcomes, goals and persistence). This model, used to research and explain
sociological and academic reasons of why Latinos persist in college, lacks an explicit
psychological component to explain persistence. Nora and Crisp (2007) saw the need to include
more psychological factors into this research. This is one of the additions the current study
proposes to the model.
The ultimate goal of the current study was to better understand the multiple
characteristics, emphasizing the psychological ones, of a group of Secondary School #5 adult
students who persisted and finished their school year. To form a holistic view of what made this
group of students successful, the study centered on the students’ self-reports about their
academic life, exploring the multiple experiences they had with education. The participants
identified the reasons they came back to school and the challenges they faced in this process. The
study also probed what made them persist and the strategies they developed to persist and keep
focused. The goal just described was best investigated by qualitative research methods because
the study focused on the participants’ self-reports of their experiences and account. Among
qualitative research methodologies, interview study was the selected method to conduct the study
(Yin, 2014). The participants in this study were composed of first-year and fourth-year students.
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Research Questions

To address the problem of dropping out and lack of persistence among Uruguayan adult
students, the following research questions led the study.
1. How do adult students in Uruguay describe their past experiences as learners?
2. How do adult students in Uruguay describe the process of coming back to school?
What were the challenges they faced when re-entering education in an adult education
program? How did they overcome those challenges?
3. How do adult students in Uruguay describe their most recent school year? What
drove them to stay focused and have a willingness to succeed?

Definitions of Terms

Most of the concepts referred to in this study are polysemous and can be interpreted in
multiple ways. Therefore, it is important to clearly define the terms as they are used in this study.
Those concepts include adult education, adult student, disengagement, persistence, Nora’s model
(2002, 2003, 2006) and student success.
Adult education. Adult education is difficult to define worldwide. Within the American context,
Knowles (1980) argues that when somebody talks about adult education, the reference may be to
the process of adults learning, to the set of activities carried out at an institution to accomplish
educational objectives, or to an area of study, policy and the educational system with this name.
Knowles defines adult education as “a new field of social practice that it is still in the process of
forming an identity” (p. 25). That definition is true of Uruguay, which has an incipient area
within the educational system called adult education. Uruguayan adult education is defined here.
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There are currently several programs on adult education being run in the Uruguayan
educational system. All of them are subsidiary to the traditional educational system. These adult
education programs range from providing students with basic literacy at an elementary school
level to more advanced knowledge from secondary education. Among the many adult education
programs available in the Uruguayan education system, there are clearly two groups of
programs. In one group there are programs that have traditionally been run at night that adult
learners attend to finish their middle and high school as mandated by the constitution and law.
The other group includes the newly designed programs created for people who work or cannot
attend a public institution or people who want specific knowledge on a particular area. This
second group of programs addresses particular needs and issues adults face when returning to
adult education programs in the past.
When the term adult education is used in this study, the reference is to adult education
programs offered at night in secondary schools rather than to the second group of programs.
Even though this corresponds to one of the three meanings Knowles (1980) assigns to the term
adult education, it is also true that it is necessary to use elements of the other two definitions to
study students’ persistence. These adult education programs are offered for students who are two
years older than the required age to attend traditional education, have proven job or family
responsibilities, have been expelled from traditional education, or have quit traditional education
in the past.
Adult student. The term adult student is also polysemous. Knowles (1980) finds that there are
several variables affecting the meaning of adult student: psychological elements such as the
readiness to start a family and assume certain responsibilities, physical elements such as age or
body changes, and legal elements such as recognition to vote, having a driver’s license, or giving
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consent. In Uruguay, there are two clear dimensions that must be analyzed. The first dimension
is the legal one, and the second is the ontological one.
From the legal perspective, the concept of being an adult can be constructed by the norms
established by Uruguay. Uruguay subscribes to the UNESCO (2010) definitions, which state that
an adult is a person who behaves as that regardless his/her age. According to Knowles (1980), an
adult is a person who performs adult roles and has self-concepts defined as “the extent that that
individual perceives herself or himself to be essentially responsible for her or his own life” (p.
24). This concept clearly focuses on the beliefs society has about these activities as well as the
responsibility the person has. Apart from this, the requisites to attend secondary school education
at night include familial or work responsibilities, having dropped out of or having been expelled
from traditional education, having not enrolled for a two-year time period, and are two years
older than the age required for traditional education enrollment. For example, the age required to
enroll in first year secondary school is 12, which means that to enroll in an adult education
program you need to be at least 14. These characteristics are common to the type of adult who
constituted the population of this study.
From the ontological perspective, the concept of adult implies several characteristics that
differentiate these students from traditional ones (Knowles, 1980). Adults are intrinsically
motivated to go back to school because they have a destination, something they want to achieve,
and having an objective in mind makes them more persistent (Duckworth et al., 2007). “Adults
respond less readily to external sanctions for learning (such as grades) than to internal
motivation” (p. 55). This also helps the students stay in school. They have a permanent
competition between their always demanding personal world and their academic world. An
important psychological aspect affecting this competition is students’ low self-esteem when they
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have dropped out and left school for some time. These students tend to “underestimate their
ability to learn” (p. 55).
Consequently, the concept of adult in the current study was defined as students enrolled
in adult education at the night school program. These adults have most of the characteristics
previously defined in this sub-section. Adults who typically enroll in this program face a twoway path. The adult learner decides on his or her own whether to attend an educational program
and whether to persist and finish this program or to disengage. The next two concepts refer to
these ideas of staying in school and persisting on the one hand or enrolling in an adult education
program but later disengaging.
Disengagement. Burrus and Roberts (2012) define a dropout as “a student who fails to complete
a school or college course” (p. 1). Doll, Eslami and Walters, (2013) define dropouts as students
who “actually discontinue attendance” (p.1). Rumberger (2011) found that even though being a
dropout was just a label to name a student who does not continue his or her education, there is an
array of reasons presented in complex combinations that can lead this student to drop out. These
reasons to drop out can be classified into two main groups: one group refers to the institutional
reasons affecting their families, communities and educational institutions; the second group
refers to the personal reasons individuals have (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Newman et al. (1992)
concluded that dropping out is the ending point of a cumulative long-term process of
disengagement.
For these reasons, Rumberger (2011) points out that dropouts constitute a national
problem, not only in the United States but worldwide. They cost the country money, and the
economic problems are closely linked to social issues such as crime. In many cases, these
individuals become dependent on welfare. Rumberger also concluded that dropping out of high
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school also implies a lack of accountability to the national educational system. School is meant
to keep students in the institution to fulfill the national educational goals. In the current study,
dropouts were defined by Secondary School #5 from Salto as the people who stopped attending
the adult education program.
However, the population in this study did not fit this concept entirely. The participants in
this study did drop out and had disengaged in the past; but they were now engaged in an adult
education program to continue their studies. So, can we really call them dropouts? Did they want
to quit education permanently when they disengaged? Did they think of disengagement as a mere
pause to achieve their educational goals? If students had the idea of returning to education after
they resolved their personal issues, they would not be appropriately called dropout but rather as
stop-outs (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009). This additional element changes the rationale of their
disengagement because they wanted to return to school. The concepts of dropout and stop-out
are intrinsically connected to the idea of disengagement, but they offer subtle differences about
the types of disengagement: a dropout seems to think of a permanent disengagement at the
moment of dropping out, whereas a stop-out seems to think of returning to school sometime in
the future. What concept best fits the participants may be interesting to understand their
persistence.
Nora’s model of student engagement. One attempt to study persistence and retention has been
the model developed by Nora (2002, 2003, 2006). The model is based on Tinto’s (1987) Student
Integration Model that focuses on the interaction between the student and the environment and
Bean’s (1983) Student Attrition Model that centers on the behavior of persistence. Nora’s (2006)
model portrays the complexity of the topic of persistence and was created in response to the
multi-focal approach the topic requires. It was developed to measure the impact of interventions
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and programs created to promote persistence. Nora’s model is used in this study to see what
variables affect students’ persistence.
Nora’s model has been studied quantitatively and with Hispanic college populations in
the United States. In this study, the model is used with a different population, Uruguayan adult
students, and within a different context, a Uruguayan secondary school for adults. The model
combines six components that impact student retention. Those components are the pre-college
and pull factors, the sense of purpose and institutional allegiance, the academic and social
experiences, the cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes, the goal determination and institutional
allegiance and finally, the sixth component is persistence.
Persistence. This concept has been defined in multiple ways in the literature. The National
Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (2005) defines persistence as students
“staying in programs as long as they can, engaging in self-directed learning when they must drop
out their programs, and returning to a program as soon as the demands allow” (p. 8). Nora et al.
(2006) point out that it has also been defined as one of the three most important thrusts and key
concerns of the Hispanic Association of College and University. In addition to this, persistence
or retention has been associated with students’ access to education. What all the authors agree on
is that persistence is an “interwoven set of interactions” (Arbona & Nora, 2007, p. 251)
influenced by a varied set of environmental factors. Results from this study show that persistence
is not linear but part of a process. Recall that Newman et al. (1992) defined dropping out as the
ending point of a cumulative long-term process of disengagement. Persistence can also be
conceptualized as a cumulative process that in which students engage on a daily basis.
Students who persist are those who have “completed their educational goals” or as
“continuing students” are still attending a course even if they have not finished it (Dirkx & Jha,

22
1994, p. 496). Ziegler et al. (2006) define persistence by considering the percentage of classes
attended, determining that a person with 75% of classes attended is a high attendee, and one with
a 25% rate is a low attendee. Greenberg et al. (2012) define persistence as hours of instruction
during a specific amount of time.
Taking into consideration all of the definitions, it can be concluded that the concept of
persistence is composed of two parts. Comings (2002) defines these two parts as intensity and
duration. Intensity alludes to the hours of instruction the student could attend; duration describes
the time of engagement in instruction the student has exhibited. The available data from adult
education programs at Secondary School #5 define persistence in terms of the students who stay
in the program throughout the year until the end of the school year. The combination of these
two elements integrates the concept of persistence, which in Secondary School #5 and the
Uruguayan educational system is used interchangeably with the word retention. Therefore, when
used in this study, the terms persistence and retention are considered synonyms.
Student success. This concept has been broadly defined as “student engagement in educationally
purposeful activities” (Zaho & Kuh, 2004, p. 119). Nora and Crisp (2012) talk about a necessary
redefinition of the concept of student success. The authors conducted research within the context
of college education and saw the need for adding other variables to the definition, including
psychological factors, such as resiliency and understanding coping processes, affecting student
success. These psychological factors may be the result of interacting with peers, teachers and
administrators within the educational environment. Student success is not seen as an individual
benefit the student gets for finishing the course or program in which he or she is enrolled. The
concept is more social, in that student success deeply benefits the entire society. Furthermore,
having conceptualized disengagement as a national issue, especially in Uruguay, it seems clear
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that reversing the number of students who quit school in the country will impact the quality of
education Uruguayan citizens have.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
The goal of this study is to understand the reasons a group of secondary school adult
learners self-report as the causes they persist in adult education. The existing literature
predominantly focuses on sociological, economic, academic and familial reasons affecting
students’ perseverance to attain educational goals. Previous studies conducted in the United
States on persistence among adult learners have focused on finding a persistence model for
individuals who enroll in adult literacy programs (Nora, 2002, 2003; Nora, Barlow & Crisp,
2006).
Chacon, Cohen and Strover (1986) were some of the first researchers on persistence.
They saw the need for broadening the study of persistence by including psychological factors.
They found that one of the main psychological barriers for persisting and succeeding in
education was stress. Chacon et al. studied the concept of stress and the different situations that
produced it and then analyzed the relationship between stress and academic performance. This
early attempt to include coping processes to analyze the concept of persistence was not reflected
in the following studies on persistence. In current research, Nora and Crisp (2012) claim that any
study on persistence needs to re-think the concept of persistence and success by including
psychological aspects to its definition. As stated before, using Nora’s (2006) model as the basis
of this study but incorporating psychological factors affecting persistence was one of the aims of
this study.
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Greenberg et al. (2012) pointed out the fact that there is not a satisfactory solution to
explain students’ perseverance. Greenberg et al. suggest that there is no model that is applicable
to adults entering adult education programs, and they claim that more rigorous research is
needed. The aim of this chapter is to review literature about the impact of psychological reasons
on adult students’ persistence. This review is comprised of literature related to adult learners in
Uruguay and the difficulties they face as well as to research studies on adult learners’ persistence
conducted in the United States.
This chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section focuses on defining
adult education in Uruguay. There is no written systematic definition of adult education in the
Uruguayan educational system. For this reason, I relied on the laws and regulations regarding
adult education to construct one. The second section centers on the concept of adulthood and
who is considered an adult within the context of education in Uruguay. Finally, in the third
section, I present Nora’s (2002, 2003, 2006) Model of Student Engagement, in which Nora
systematizes six sets of reasons affecting persistence. Most of these reasons are sociological;
therefore, the model lacks the psychological factors affecting persistence on which the current
study focused. Previously, Nora’s model was applied to explain academic persistence of Latino
college students in the United States, whereas this study examined persistence in Uruguayan
adult students attending secondary school courses.
As briefly mentioned, most of the existing research focuses on economic, social,
academic or familial reasons to explain persistence or the lack of it among students (Nora,
Barlow & Crisp, 2006) but not psychological factors. Boshier’s (1991) 7-Factor Education
Participation Scale attempts to measure the psychological factors affecting adult students’
participation and involvement, although Boshier concluded that the scale does not sufficiently
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represent the complexity of the multiple factors affecting adult students’ motivation (Ginsberg &
Wlodkowski, 2009). The psychological concept of persistence focuses on the ideas of intrinsic
motivation or self-regulation. Yet this psychological explanation does not provide a full picture
of the process of persisting in education. For part of the literature on adult learners’ persistence, a
multi-dimensional explanation of why people stay in school and persist, including sociological
and psychological factors, is the approach to defining persistence that is favored (Ginsberg &
Wlodkowski, 2009; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). Consequently, this study
utilized a multi-dimensional model.

Adult Education in Uruguay

The purpose of this study was to explore adult Uruguayan high school students’
experiences regarding their success and persistence in attending night school and the
psychological factors affecting those experiences. This objective coincides with the objective set
by the Adult Education National Board in Uruguay of analyzing why adult learners drop out and
the reasons students have to persist (Cerredelo, Mendez, & Taque, 2010). Research literature that
focuses on Uruguayan adult students is scarce, but this literature offers research on Latino adults
living in other parts of the world such as the United States where they face similar challenges to
access and persistence in education. Furthermore, there is very little empirical research on adult
education in Uruguay.
Adult education in Uruguay has traditionally been an adaptation of traditional education
with minor changes mainly in terms of evaluation. There have been attempts to change the
policies regulating adult education in Uruguay to tailor it to the type of students attending those
courses. Those changes have been based on findings from foreign research. The proposed
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changes focus more on methodological aspects of adult students and include some flexibility to
cope with the overwhelmingly high number of students who drop out of night school each year.
These dropouts can be associated with what Ginsberg and Wlodkowski (2009) have called stop
outs, defined as people who drop out with the intention of coming back to education later. To
help these dropouts become stop outs, Uruguayan adult education authorities have created more
diverse and flexible programs based on the interests and needs of young adults and adults so they
can return to school by means of one of those more flexible and adaptable programs (DSEA,
2009). The programs have adopted particular methodological elements such as project-based
instructions (Cerredelo et al., 2010). The target population of these programs, made up of adult
learners who are stop outs, needs a different treatment in terms of actions and institutional
perspectives. Interestingly, this way of being in and out that stop-outs show has been observed as
a form of persistence (Comings, 2007). Consequently, studying the reasons for dropping out was
useful to understand why people now persisted. Analyzing these reasons to persist constitutes a
solid foundation for policy, methodological, and educational changes that could impact adult
students’ persistence in adult education programs.
But, what type of adult do we study? There is no univocal concept of adult in the
Uruguayan educational system. From a sociological standpoint, Rivero (2008) describes adult
learners in Uruguay as people who have been excluded from the educational system and are also
marginalized from society. These adults have experienced failure in schooling and are
characterized as at-risk. Their contexts, lack of strategies or ability to cope with failure, together
with their lack of reflecting on and self-evaluating their own behavior and situations lead them to
drop out (Rivero, 2008). The formal setting provided by schools creates the perfect environment
to promote the development of self-knowledge strategies by means of reflection and critical
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thinking (DSEA, 2015: Autoevaluacion 2), and these self-knowledge strategies also act as a way
of empowering students while becoming more literate (Hart, 1998; Shor, 1992). The new
attempts in Uruguayan adult education programs focus on project-based learning to enhance
students’ motivation. Through project-based learning students use their experience and their
interest and apply knowledge holistically. The expected consequence of implementing this
project is to promote persistence by keeping students motivated (Cerredelo et al., 2010).
More specifically, Rivero (2008) indicates that even though adults themselves are the
most vulnerable group to drop out, the sub-group within this population that is most vulnerable is
women. They come from very deprived backgrounds and see education as a springboard to
change their status quo. Age is also an important variable to be considered to understand why
people persist. Previous research conducted with adult immigrants to the U.S. shows that
participants who were older, in some cases over the age of 30 (or 42 in other cases), and parents
of teenage or grown children were the most likely to persist (Comings, Parrella & Soricone,
1999; Sabatini et al., 2011; Ziegler et al., 2006). These people face fewer challenges in terms of
child care or financial obstacles (Comings et al., 1999). Age is not expected as a distinctive
variable to consider in this study; the target population shares the characteristic of being adults
regardless of their age. The solely consideration of them being adults makes them eligible to
attend adult education programs. Therefore, one of the biggest challenges administrators, policy
makers, and educators face is running programs that promote sustained persistence (Lesgold &
Welch-Ross, 2012).
Since the policies on adult education have not fully solved the lack of adaptability to the
target population, the role of the teacher in the teaching/learning process gains a highly relevant
meaning. Knowles (1980) has explicitly compared traditional and non-traditional learners. His
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research aligns with the stories and perceptions adult educators in Uruguay have regarding the
nature of the adult learner and the nature of the adult educator. When national policies on adult
teaching treat the student and the instructor as if they were traditional ones, it is making teaching
adults ineffective. This is one of the various challenges adult educators also face in Uruguay.
There are many adult instructors who do not have specific certification in adult teaching, and
even those who are certified teachers may not have specific training in teaching adult learners.
This happens because providing trainees with knowledge on teaching adults is not part of the
certification courses (Rivero, 2008).
Something similar has been found in the United States; in a recent report it was found
that most adult educators have little or no training in adult teaching methodology (Lesgold &
Welch-Ross, 2012). In another study, Smith and Gillespie (2007) found that adult educators do
have previous training in K-12 education, but only 20% of those teachers have attended formal
courses on adult education. An interesting characteristic found in Uruguayan adult programs is
that educators believe that knowledge transmission is the method that should be used (Rivero,
2008). The main difference between traditional education and adult education is that in the
former, there is an uneven relationship in which the teacher knows more than the learner. In adult
education, the relationship between what the teacher and what the student knows is considered to
be even. The teacher may have more theoretical or formal knowledge, but the adult learner has
experience or pragmatic knowledge (Knowles, 1980) Even though educators and students may
have distinct knowledge, it is clear that they both learn from each other. It is this duality that
Freire (2010) described in adult education in which the instructors are also apprentices and the
apprentices are also instructors. For this reason, to motivate students, teachers have to be
motivated themselves (Smith & Gillespie, 2007). Fuller and Brown (1975), while discussing
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teachers’ intrinsic motivations and especially their concerns, talk about teachers being motivated
by meeting students’ needs and interests.
In sum, adult education offers them the chance to attend night school to finish and get a
high school degree. Adult education in Uruguay is conceived as a means to help adults have their
own personal life project (DSEA, 2015: Autoevaluacion 2). The purpose of adult education
programs is to help adults integrate their experience into their learning process and enrich their
knowledge with meaningful activities in a self-regulated way. This will encourage the
development of the four macro-skills (reading, listening, writing and speaking), but the programs
will also help adult learners who had never studied before become literate (DSEA, 2009). To
accomplish literacy, adult education in Uruguay offers chances to finish middle and high school
and earn a high school diploma for people who were unable to do it earlier in life. This type of
adult education has been characterized as one of the three types of adult literacy programs. In the
U.S. the equivalent program is called Adult Secondary Education (A.S.E.), “designed to help
adults who have some literacy skills and can function in everyday life but are not proficient or do
not have a certificate of graduation or its equivalent from a secondary school” (National
Reporting System for Adult Education, 2001, p. 25). Although the Uruguayan program was
conceived for adult students, it faces the challenge of a traditional educational model and
teaching training model centered on a child or younger students. This lack of appropriateness fits
within Comings’ (2007) environmental factors.
According to Comings (2007), personal and environmental characteristics are directly
linked to adult students’ persistence. Depending on personal objectives and environmental
factors, adult students can be classified into five different categories: long-term students,
mandatory students, short term students, try-out students, and intermittent students (See Table 5).
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Schools need to be aware of the kind of adult students they have to promote persistence. These
personal and environmental factors, together with the objective the adult student sees in
education, promotes persistence. Adult programs should identify the type of students admitted
during intake to help them persist (Comings, 2007). In Uruguay, adult programs do not offer
formal counseling services during the recruiting or intake stage, so this information is not
officially gathered. Globally, 24/7 online learning has attempted to cater to different types of
students and the barriers that prevented them from attending traditional face-to-face courses.
This promotes persistence among them by providing flexible and self-directed learning options
(Conrad, 2005). However, this type of learning has not yet been offered to adult learners in
Uruguay and poses challenges for instructors and students who find barriers to accessibility.
These constraints or barriers are even more difficult to handle for adults who are considered nontraditional students (Zirkle, 2004).
Table 5
Comings’ (2007) Classifications of Adult Students
Classification

Description

Long-term student

Emotionally mature students with no specific objectives; they define
their programs as a supportive community and they stay longer in the
programs because of their love for education.
Students required to attend a program by law or any enforcement. They
are similar to long-term students but usually drop out when mandatory
attendance is no longer required.
Students enrolled in a program just to fulfill a specific objective. The
program must focus on that objective; when they achieve the goal they
leave the program.
Students who enter a program with no specific objective; they usually
leave the program quickly if proper counseling is not used and
objectives do not become explicit.
Students having broad or specific goals but are in and out the program;
they usually need a lot of time to achieve the goals. Personal and
environmental factors affect their persistence in the program.

Mandatory students

Short-term students

Try-out students

Intermittent students

Note. Comings’s (1999) categories developed to classify students attending adult education
programs based on their persistence patterns.
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The connections among these categories of adult students, the characteristics of each
category of student, and the various programs offered according to those characteristics are what
help students be highly motivated and persist. Brundage and Mackeracher (1980) complement
the idea of knowing the type of student entering adult education programs by using a four-step
approach to sustain high motivation among students. During the intake interview, part of the
information the staff requires and receives is the students’ interests and needs. By knowing this,
it is easier for the teacher to help the learner set his/her long term goals and provide him/her with
constructive feedback to accomplish that long-term goal (Knowles, 1980). Brundage and
Mackeracher’s (1980) conclusions align with Knowles’ (1980) assumptions of andragogy
summarized as readiness to learn, development of self-concepts, adult’s experience, orientation
to learning and intrinsic motivation to learn. This categorization of adult learners is perfectly
applicable to adult learners in Uruguay, and because of it, a proposed intervention addressing
persistence among all these categories is drafted at the end of this study.
There are various programs seeking to help adults earn a high school diploma in
Uruguay, and their main purpose is to provide adults with programs characterized by availability,
accessibility, adaptability and acceptability in terms of class delivery and class assessment
(Cerredelo, Mendez & Taque, 2010; Torres, 2008). Those programs can be divided into two
main categories: the first category is called turno nocturno, and I refer to that as night school.
Night school offers the same courses ordinary education offers during the day, but in the evening
from 7:55 p.m. to midnight. The second category consists of what are called Special Programs.
Examples include courses offered to incarcerated people to finish high school and a program
called Uruguay Estudia (Uruguay Studies) that targets people who dropped out of high school
and are just subjects away of obtaining their high school diploma. Students attend these
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programs to find better jobs and to grow personally and professionally (Caseres, Fros,
Rodriguez, Aristimuno, Sosa & Espindola, 2007). Clearly, the concept of adult education differs
from that in other countries, such as the United States, especially if we consider the time of the
day adult students attend classes in Uruguay. In this study, when I refer to adult education
programs I refer to the first type, and I refer to the night school for adults.
To organize and present the existing literature on adult students, the framework offered
by Nora’s (2002, 2003, 2006) model will be used. The remainder of this chapter will be divided
into three sections. In the first section, I will provide a brief introduction to the topic, justification
for the use of Nora’s Student Engagement model, the re-statement of the problem, and the gaps
in the literature this study addresses. In the second section, the elements in Nora’s model will be
described and supported with literature on adult students. This second section will demonstrate
that even though Nora’s model involves a wide range of variables, it lacks some important
psychological variables, or psycho-social variables as Greenberg et al. (2012) call them that also
affect persistence. These psychological variables will be the content addressed in the third
section of this chapter.

Nora’s Model of Student Engagement

Persistence studies tend to look at individual variables rather than at a complex
persistence model in which several variables intertwine (Greenberg et al., 2012). This study uses
Nora’s (2006) model as a starting point to study adult students’ persistence in an adult literacy
program in Uruguay. As such, the model provides a good framework to understand why adult
learners want to stay in school. Even though the target population seems to be the same, the
reader must be warned that this model has been used to explain persistence at the college level in
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the United States, which is not the context of this study. This study focuses on adult students
persisting at the secondary school level in Uruguay.
Nora’s (2002, 2003, 2006) model of Student Engagement has been used to explain why
Hispanic college students develop persistence or drop out (Nora, Kraemer, & Itzen, 1997). The
model is the result of the systematization and combination of two previous models. The first
model is Tinto’s (1975, 1987) Student Integration Model, which has been used to study
traditional (Pascarella, 1980; Pascarella & Chapman, 1983; Pascarella, Duby, Miller, & Rasher,
1981; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979, 1980) and non-traditional (Horvath, 1991; Nora, 1987;
Nora, Attinasi & Matonak, 1990; Nora & Rendon, 1990) college students’ retention. A second
model of persistence in higher education is Bean’s (1983) Student Attrition Model, which
focuses on students’ behavior to develop persistence.
Nora’s (2006) model systematizes various factors that may affect Hispanic students’
persistence in college and degree completion in the United States. The model is composed of six
major components. The first component is pre-college factors that refer to the person’s ability,
readiness for college, and family support among other social and economic factors. The second
component focuses on the role of education in the decision made by the student. The third
component is the person’s academic experiences described from a socio-cognitive perspective.
Closely related to this third component, the fourth focuses on academic performance not only in
cognitive terms but also in relation to non-cognitive aspects the person may gain after the
academic experience. The fifth component is educational attainment and goals within an
institutional framework. Finally, the sixth component is persistence that is associated with
students’ enrollment in college.
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Pre-College / Pull Factors

Two major components in Nora’s (2006) model are the pre-college and pull factors. These
factors were developed and tested in Nora’s (2003) Student/Institution Engagement Model and
combine different variables affecting persistence before actually entering college. Pre-college
factors are defined as the academic preparedness that students have before accessing an
institution of higher education. Nora (2007) found that students who were better prepared in
mathematics were more likely to transfer to better institutions of higher education. The
constituent element – pre-college and pull factors – refers to certain environmental variables that
make students stay in the program (drawing in factor) and/or some environmental variables that
make students leave the program (pulling away factor). Even though this study will not focus on
college students, academic preparedness and pull factors may affect the target population of
adults in similar ways. The current literature on adult education students refers to the same
factors as affecting students’ persistence.

Summary of Research

Among these pre-college/pull factors are the relationship between prior experiences,
academic preparedness and fitting in the institution (Hurtado & Kamimura, 2003). Nora and
Cabrera (1996) define persistence in higher education as an interwoven set of interactions with
professors, classmates and administrative employees at the institutional setting. The authors see
how important it is for the student to fit into the institution.
A factor that influences this adaptation to the institution that leads to persistence is the
educational background of the family. Warburton et al. (2001) found that there are close
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relationships among first generation in secondary school status, academic preparedness and
persistence. In their study, they reported that “first-generation status was shown to have a
negative association with students’ academic preparation and persistence” (p. 4). Then they
extend beyond that education institution setting and point out that academic preparation has a
direct impact on keeping enrolled in secondary education. Persistence is not just associated with
attending and finishing high school, but it also involves being connected to high rigor at the
beginning of the postsecondary institution students enroll in as soon as they finish secondary
school.
Academic preparedness has been shown to have strong influence among people from
different groups. Moreover, high school experiences affect students’ persistence in college.
Warburton et al. (2001) align with this idea and conclude that “the more rigorous the students’
high school curriculum, the higher their likelihood of staying on the persistence track to a
bachelor’s degree” (p. 4). Comings, Parella and Soricone (1999) and Malhotra, Sizoo and
Chorvat (1999) found evidence that the history of previous attendance in adult literacy programs
affects persistence. They all found that when participants had enrolled in and tried educational
programs or even when they undertook self-studies, they were more eager to mention why they
wanted to attend a particular program; in other words, when the participants mentioned a specific
objective, they were more likely to persist.
More concretely, Quigley (1997) concludes that negative previous experiences in school
affect students’ persistence. He identified three sets of reasons for the lack of persistence. The
first one is the set of situational reasons for dropping out, which are related to the person’s life
circumstances. Cross (1981) refers to them as the barriers adults need to overcome to stay in
adult programs. She believes that adults need to negotiate aspects related to family, economy,
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health and transportation in order to stay and persist. In Hengstler, Haas, and Iovacchini’s (1984)
study, participants reported the conflict among job, home and college expectations as a
situational barrier. These situational barriers to disengage are difficult for the institution or the
program staff to manage. Along the lines of situational barriers, Ziegler et al. (2002) studied the
comparison between the amount of time invested in an adult education program on the one hand
and how efficacious and useful the adult education program is on the other hand. When students
invest money and do not perceive this investment as worthy, they develop a negative attitude
toward school because the experience they had with education was negative as well. It is not
until the adult learners change their minds about previous negative experiences with education
that they can change the way they see education. This is a clear transition into a growth mindset
perspective that promotes self-control toward the accomplishment of long-term goals (Fujita &
Carnevale, 2012).
The other two sets of reasons for the lack of persistence, according to Quigley (1998), are
institutional and dispositional. The former are those related to the influence of the educational
system, for example when students have scheduling problems or institutional rules. The latter are
those related to the influence of experience (Comings, 2007; Greenberg et al., 2012) and
students’ inner attitudes, values and unstated perceptions (Quigley, 1998). Ziegler et al. (2002)
identify students’ attitudes toward school, their self-efficacy, their resilience and their attribution
as the four dispositional reasons for persistence. In their study, Ziegler et al. concluded that these
dispositional variables were key to the persistence of family when students were attending adult
education for the first time.
The institutional and dispositional reasons for persistence are the most influenced when
there is a negative experience at school, and more particularly, the student’s disposition and
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attitude toward learning are strongly affected. If the prior experience was negative, then the
student’s attitude toward learning was negative, or at least not positive. Cervero and Fitzpatrick
(1990) concluded that students who dropped out early in the schooling process have mixed
feelings toward past schooling experiences. Wikelund, Reder, and Hart-Landsberg (1992) found
that when participants went back to an adult program, they saw returning to school as an
extension of their previous experiences of failure. For these reasons, the current study focused on
the psychological variables affecting adult students’ persistence. Cervero and Fitzpatrick as well
as Wikelund, Reder and Hart-Landsberg’s research has revealed the importance of psychological
factors affecting the process of disengagement and of re-engagement afterwards. The negative
experiences these authors have analyzed are at the college level, so the question that arises is
whether previous negative experiences in middle/high school affect middle/high school
completion. To address the effects of previous academic experiences, Quigley (1998) warns
about the importance of having an interview when students enroll in the program to detect
language cues among students who can be considered at risk of dropping out in the first weeks.
The role of this interview when entering adult education programs is particularly important
among those students having dispositional barriers to overcome.
Another factor that appears to promote persistence is the support students receive from
family and significant others (Bean & Vesper, 1992) as well as the educational background they
have (Comings, Parella, & Soricone, 1999). Referring to college students, Nora (2006) highlights
how familial ties remain important during enrollment. The lack of family encouragement and
support is sometimes associated with the lack of schooling of the other members of the family
who do not realize the time and commitment school takes. Contrary to this idea, Comings et al.
(1999) conclude that when significant others drop out or their educational background is
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unknown, adult learners tend to persist. This support, or lack of it, is also closely related to
environmental pull factors such as family responsibilities, work responsibilities, whether the
student commutes to school, and how far away from campus the student lives (Comings, 2007).
The role of family support has not been investigated within the Uruguayan context.
However, Torres (2008) has pointed out that family responsibilities, work responsibilities, and
commuting are three of the main pull out factors in adult education in Uruguay. Beder (1991)
suggests that adult education programs must change their recruitment and instruction practices to
be congruent with the motivation and life contexts of adult students. This may allow program
officers to identify the type of students being recruited and the way program officers can help
adult learners persist (Comings, 2007). These studies focus on the common characteristic of the
students of being adults, but they do not focus on whether these aspects have any gender-driven
difference.

How This Factor Applies to Uruguayan Adult Education Students

The findings from this study for pre-college factors are key to understanding why adult
education students in Uruguay persist or, inversely, why many drop out. In this section, the role
of negative experiences is highlighted as one of the demotivators of persistence. In Uruguay,
every student attending adult education likely has had at least one negative school experience,
often beginning in secondary education. Students who access adult education have had negative
experiences with school, dropping out of traditional education being the most common negative
experience (Rivero, 2008). The requirements to access adult education state that students have to
be two or more years older than the age required for traditional education, must have dropped out
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previously, and must have work and/or have family responsibilities. These requirements give
adult students a particular enrollment profile.
Further, each one who dropped out may have done it for one of the reasons Quigley
(1997) calls situational, dispositional or institutional. Rivero (2008) concluded that some
Uruguayan students developed a negative attitude toward education due to their prior negative
experiences. Other students reported that the main reasons they dropped out was the lack of
fitting with the institution or the lack of rapport with the staff and teachers. Finally, other
students mention family responsibilities, problems with their work schedules, lack of time to
attend classes, poor academic performance and academic misconduct, among other reasons, as
various rationales for dropping out.

Sense of Purpose and Institutional Allegiance

There are several explanations for this factor in the literature. After discussing the precollege factors, Nora (2006) groups different variables into five main factors during the time
students are at an educational institution. These five factors are 1) the sense of purpose and
institutional allegiance, which includes educational aspirations and commitment, 2) academic
and social experiences in which students explore different aspects of institutional life, 3)
cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes, 4) goal determination, and 5) persistence defined as reenrollment in higher education. In this model, factor one affects factor two and so on.
Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) argue that given all the responsibilities and demands
adult learners have, there are environmental and structural mediators that help or hinder students’
persistence in achieving their goals. These environmental and structural mediators involve a
wide range of sources, including the support obtained from school and family. Nora’s (2006)
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model has been defined as a sociological model; however, in this research I contended that some
of the factors studied and some that are incorporated in the following section of this chapter are
psychological factors affecting school persistence. Research also contains some of the elements
Nora (2006) grouped and other elements that have been found as affecting persistence.

Summary of Research

There are several factors that the research literature defines as key variables for persisting
in school. The National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL, 2002)
reported positive and negative elements affecting adult students’ persistence. The four positive
elements that promote persistence are relationships, goals, the teachers and fellow students, and
self-determination. These positive elements align with the factors affecting persistence that Nora
(2006) identifies in his model. The three negative elements that diminished persistence are life
demands, bad relationships, and poor self-determination (Cuban, 2003). Comings (2007) found
that students in her study, whether they persisted or not, said that life demands and bad
relationships were the negative forces affecting persistence. In addition, researchers who studied
adult education claimed that adult learners have low self-esteem (Lipnevich, 2006), their
affective filter is high (Krashen, 1984), and they need to work on their emotional intelligence
(Goleman, 1997).
Sense of purpose and college allegiance. When analyzing a ten-year longitudinal study
conducted with students attending adult literacy programs, Legold and Welch-Ross (2012)
concluded that one of the key elements for promoting persistence is to have “learning support
systems” (p. 5). These learning support systems should provide students with opportunities to
access face-to-face, online, and self-study lessons. In this way, the students are given more
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opportunities to cope with all the responsibilities they have. Within the institutional framework,
Sewell and Hauser (1980) studied the relationship between the support provided by counselors
and peers and found that when high school students received institutional support, they were
highly likely to develop educational aspirations and future objectives for post-secondary
education. Educational aspirations then constitute another key variable in developing academic
persistence and align with the first factor Nora (2006) uses in his model: the sense of purpose
and institutional allegiance.
Another key variable for developing persistence is the students’ context. The
program/course adults attend also contributes to the development of persistence. The
program/course must be worthy, useful, interesting, meaningful, and the experience should fit
(Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). Finally, and to contribute to a holistic approach, familial support is
very important for the development of persistence and social capital (Coleman, 1988), which can
also be linked to institutional allegiance.
Educational goals. According to the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and
Literacy (NCSALL; 2002), in addition to the role of relationships in promoting persistence,
establishing educational goals also influences persistence. Comings (2007) writes that within
interactions between the teacher and the adult learner, establishing goals positively influences
persistence. This idea can be linked to one of the principles of andragogy, which states that adult
learners, together with the instructor, should set or make explicit the educational goals (Knowles,
1980). Setting goals will have an impact on two main aspects: student persistence (Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009) and the balance between pullout factors and drawing in factors (Comings, 2007).
Beder (2006) found that “a major reason for high engagement was that they [the students] were
very motivated to achieve their learning goals” (p. 7). High motivation implied engagement.
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This high motivation stemmed from personal goals for academic instruction; for some students
these goals were being the first literate member of the family or for others just communicating
with people from other countries.
Having an educational goal also helps to sustain motivation over a long period of time.
To maintain motivation, it is vital to diagnose one’s needs and strengths to plan how to achieve
the goals set. Here, the teacher and the student play an important role, which is also assigned
within the positive elements promoting persistence (NCSALL, 2002). Brewster and Bowen
(2004) examined the role of teacher support, how the student perceived it, its impact on Latino
students’ engagement, and how classroom context affected the way students academically
engage. Smith and Gillespie (2007) argued that the teacher plays an essential role in motivating
adult students. To accomplish this, teachers need to stay in the program for some time and
engage in it. In Uruguay, adult educators are more likely to work just part-time, and they are
more likely to have adult education jobs as temporary ones. This implies that teachers working in
adult education programs usually stay in the program less time than K-12 teachers. Students do
not usually know who to ask for things, and professors may set a friendly context in the
classroom that helps students engage and adapt, especially when professors teach strategies and
encourage class participation (Gasiewski, Eagan, Garcia, Hurtado & Chang, 2012).
Implementing the ecological model of educational persistence in their analysis, Brewster and
Bowen found that social support from teachers was an essential factor in behavioral and affective
aspects of school engagement. They concluded that there is a relationship between social assets
and positive student outcomes. For those students who do not have parental support, teacher
support becomes essential to school success.
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Teacher support and their biographical data. Robertson-Kraft and Duckworth (2014)
found that teachers’ biographical data could be used to assess grit, their disposition toward
perseverance and passion for long-term goals. It promoted not only teachers’ effectiveness but
also students’ retention. In deprived contexts, teachers often feel overwhelmed by the demands
of the school population, the teacher’s responsibility, and the challenges that teaching, especially
in novice years, represent (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). Robertson-Kraft and Duckworth (2014)
concluded that grittier teachers were less likely to abandon their jobs and stayed focused and
committed to their jobs in low-income neighborhoods. This commitment and effectiveness
affected teachers’ and students’ performance and retention. Teachers’ effectiveness has been
found to be one of the most important predictors of learning (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005).
This is because effective teachers put much more effort into obtaining more academic gains
within their students (Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014).
Validation. Stanton-Salazar (2011) also included the concept of validation as an
important cause for persistence and development of a sense of belonging. Validation is described
as the learner’s perception of being empowered and feeling capable of interacting with staff and
creating interpersonal relationships. Hurtado, Ruiz Alvarado and Guillermo-Wann (2012) linked
the concept of validation with a campus climate that is supportive of diversity and students’
sense of belonging. Validation is a multi-dimensional concept. Validation can be developed in
the relationship with an institution – called academic validation, and when validation is
developed by people within an institution, it is called interpersonal validation. When writing
about interpersonal relations Gasiewski, Eagan, Garcia, Hurtado and Chang (2012) pointed out
the value of students asking questions and faculty answering them as a way of promoting a
supportive environment. Hurtado et al. showed that both forms of validation influenced the
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students’ sense of belonging first and, eventually, the development of persistence and college
success. The reason for this statement is that “validation is a process that involves recognition
and value engendered by faculty and staff in curricular and extracurricular contexts. Sense of
belonging is a feeling of attachment and place within the overall campus community” (p.18).
Institutional characteristics. In a study about dropouts from high school, Bryk and Thum
(1989) found small school size was an important moderating variable that facilitated a social
environment conducive to student and faculty engagement. They found that rural schools with
fewer people and fewer students, but more cohesion, were more supportive of students, and
therefore students could succeed in education and avoid dropping out. Further, students
developed perseverance and passion for what they wanted to achieve. Horyna and Bonds-Raacke
(2012) drew a similar conclusion in their study, in that students attending smaller high schools
were more intrinsically motivated to attend college, whereas students attending larger high
schools were more extrinsically motivated to attend college. They concluded that students
coming from smaller high schools could develop academic motivation and were more likely to
succeed in college.
Family support. Knowles (1980) writes that the teacher must act as a facilitator to help
adult students in this process. This plan may include extra-curricular actions to improve the skills
the student needs at school. In this regard, Belzer (2006a) analyzed the role of reading outside of
school for keeping students motivated at school. Belzer reported that access to books and family
support strongly influenced how much participants in the study read. Also, it was difficult for
participants without family support to realize they needed to read more. Instead teachers had to
intervene and help adult learners rethink their assumptions and attitudes toward reading. In
another study, Belzer (2006b) established that when reading practice was supported by the
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instructor and framed within good classroom rapport, the students were motivated and
determined to learn, which led to persistence.
Internal factors. Self-determination is a sociological/psychological factor that has not
been extensively analyzed. In this case, the term self-determination should not be associated with
the psychological motivation theory of the same name, but instead with the will individuals have
to do things. Willard (1998), in her account, talks about how a bad experience in school led her
to develop a negative attitude toward learning. However, the involvement and self-determination
she gained by entering the adult program and building rapport with her tutor promoted her will to
learn and the motivation to learn, and she ended up staying in school. Promoting persistence was
considered from a sociological perspective; however, it also seems to fit into what is analyzed
next: the psychological factors affecting persistence.

How These Factors Apply to Uruguayan Adult Education Students

This set of factors categorized by Nora (2006), and additional factors related to an
educational institution, have been grouped as institutionally determined intrapersonal factors
affecting persistence. These factors are relevant to the reality of night schools in Uruguay. These
are small schools that do not have formally specialized personnel to deal with the multiple
situations students face in their daily academic lives. Also, there are some aspects, like
determination, that are highly present among the students attending night schools, but just a few
students persist. For these reasons, the present study was conducted in a small adult education
program institution and the target population was students who persisted and the reasons they
had to do it. The concepts analyzed in this sub-section of the chapter were analyzed in the
participants’ accounts of their experiences in school.
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Psychological Factors

Explanation of This Factor

Psychological factors affecting persistence are not explicitly part of Nora’s (2006) Model
of Student Engagement. However, Nora deals with some factors that are intrinsically connected
to psychological factors affecting persistence. Adding psychological elements to Nora’s Model
of Student Engagement is one main contribution of this study. When persistence was defined
previously in Nora’s study, it was clear that persistence is not merely a sociological or factual
construct; on the contrary, there are several psychological factors influencing it.
In the following paragraphs, several constructs related to the psychological factors
affecting persistence are analyzed. As it can be noticed these constructs may look somehow
similar with some overlap. Since there is research on each of them and the researchers found
differences among them, they are all included. Since this study was qualitative, these constructs
were used as pre-established codes at the moment of analyzing the data.

Summary of the Research

To explain the psychological factors, studies on different psychological constructs are
included in this section to explain persistence and success in school. Since 2007, Duckworth has
been studying people who persist in very demanding contexts. This idea aligns with the purpose
of this study. To explain persistence, Duckworth uses the concept of grit (Duckworth et al.,
2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009; Duckworth, 2013; Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Duckworth,
2016). Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) refer to constructs related to intrinsic motivation that
affect persistence. Among those constructs, the researchers highlighted self-efficacy, students’
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perceptions of competence, goal orientation, autonomy and self-control, interest and value, and
social motivation. These constructs are analyzed more in depth in the following paragraphs.
Grit. Duckworth and Quinn’s (2009) construct of grit is discussed first as a psychological
factor affecting persistence. Grit has been defined as passion and perseverance for long term
goals, having stamina, and sticking with your future (Duckworth, 2013). Grit has been associated
with retention and achievement in challenging domains (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009; Strayhorn, 2013), high self-efficacy (Nora & Lang, 2001; Rojas, Reser, Usher, &
Toland, 2012), life satisfaction and happiness (Singh & Jha, 2008), and more recently with
having a growth mindset (Duckworth, 2013). Gritty people with a growth mindset are
individuals who self-regulate their temperament to pursue their goals (Duckworth & Carlson,
2013). Duckworth et al. (2007) demonstrated that ability or intelligence on its own does not
determine success. It is necessary to have long-term goals and perseverance to achieve them.
This perseverance and passion to achieve these long term goals are what lead individuals to keep
moving despite the obstacles they find in the process of goal-achieving.
An important aspect to highlight about grit is how debated this concept has been. Credé,
Tynan, and Harms (2017) have contradicted the strong correlation grit researchers have found
between the two elements of persistence, perseverance and consistency, and performance. They
concluded that grit cannot be seen as a higher order construct with the two constituent elements
perseverance and consistency. In their study, they argued that perseverance better predicts
performance than consistency. In addition to this, Credé et al. indicated that the relationship they
could establish between grit and performance and retention is weak and the value of grit to
predict performance is limited. However, they also concluded that there are several limitations to
their study, all referred to aspects of quantitative methodology. Since this study was a qualitative
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one, I decided to keep this construct as a possible finding to see how this construct behaved with
qualitative research.
Grit is related to the passion and perseverance toward the achievement of a particular
type of objectives: challenging ones. Duckworth et al. (2007) showed that more educated people
were higher in grit. This aspect of Duckworth’s theory is another topic for debate in academia.
Ris (2015) summarized the debate behind this concept in his study and alluded to the fact that in
her TED Talk. Duckworth (2013) alluded to grit by associating it to poor contexts, and so did
some journalists like Tough (2012). However, grit has mostly been associated with middle and
upper classes (Ris, 2015). This part of the controversy, in which grit has been associated with
various economic contexts, together with the usefulness of this concept manifested by Ris, made
me think that it was worth including it as a possible pre-set code for this study.
Adult learners in Uruguay, by definition, are not highly educated and may not come from
highly educated families. However, they have a lot of life experiences (Knowles, 1980) received
from informal settings. So how do they persist? Eskreis-Winkler et al. (2014) offer an
explanation in which grit is a moderator of life experiences and struggle and enhanced job
engagement leading to empathy with the participants’ coworkers. Duckworth et al. (2007) found
that grit is a personality trait that develops with age, probably because of the experiences we
learn from throughout our lives. Adult learners have the characteristic that they once dropped out
of education to do something else, usually associated to their personal life and responsibilities.
When they return and actually enroll in adult education, they return with much more experience
a life lived. Therefore, the idea of grit being a trait that develops with time could have been
useful to understand why some adult learners persist.
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The idea of grit, central to the idea of persistence, is what I wanted to develop in this
paper to explain why adult students, who deal with multiple factors that might lead them to
school failure, still succeeded. Although I must acknowledge all the criticism toward this idea,
none of the criticisms have been able to discard the research on this topic; and it has become
pretty popular in some sectors of the American society. The United States Department of
Education (Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier & Yarnall, 2013) stated that promoting grit,
tenacity and perseverance are critical factors for the 21st century to “persist in the face of the
array of challenges and obstacles encountered throughout schooling and life” (p. v). EskreisWinkler, Shulman and Duckworth’s (2014) study on survivor missions, people who work on
solving problems they have personally experienced, supports the idea that a salient event in the
person’s life, such as becoming a father, dropping out of school, or having more responsibilities,
influences grit. Such an event provides people with a meaning and a purpose in life and produces
more engagement, or disengagement, in future careers and jobs.
Grit is said to be a domain general trait that explains persistence and retention beyond
domain specific predictors (Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014). It stems from what it was called the
Glick effect (Bauman, 1967). Glick and Carter (1958) favored the idea that there were some
domain-general traits that determined and affected human behavior as opposed to situational
factors that may affect a person’s behavior. These psychological aspects affect “persistence in
education and persistence in marriage” (Glick & Carter, 1958, p. 154). Even though Glick’s
perspective was ignored for several years, Eskreis-Winkler et al. (2014) revisited it to study grit
as a domain-general trait. After studying grit in multiple contexts and with different samples,
Eskreis-Winkler et al. concluded that “grittier individuals were less likely to drop out of their
respective life commitments” (p. 9). They added that this was “the first step toward establishing
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the association between grit and persistence across a range of life contexts” (p 9), and they
moved the analysis from achievement domains toward the psychological domain involving
constructs such as grit.

Academic Motivation

Horyna and Bonds-Raacke (2012) claimed that students need to have academic
motivation. This motivation has been related to constructs such as interest, curiosity, and
persistence as well as learning and performance—the most typical educational outcomes. School
motivation and academic conscientiousness, the way in which we control, regulate and direct our
impulses, have proven to highly correlate with grit among students of Chicago public schools
(Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014). This relationship can be explained by the acquisition of academic
diligence; it consists of “working assiduously on academic tasks which are beneficial in the longrun but are tedious at the moment (Galla, Plummer, White, Meketon, D’Mello, & Duckworth,
2014, p. 315).
Academic motivation leads to academic persistence. The development of academic
persistence together with academic achievement has also been associated with academic
engagement (Gasiewski, Eagan, Garcia, Hurtado, & Chang, 2012). Some researchers make this
connection even more complex and add other variables. Those variables are community service
activities and peer groups in which students have purpose-driven behavior (Cerna, Perez, &
Saenz, 2007) and find or exchange supportive relationships (Strayhorn, 2008) such as
participating in Latino campus organizations, peer networks, or campus clubs (Contreras, 2009).
For those Latino students in STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics)
programs, participating in organizations or clubs as well as participating in undergraduate
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research programs related to their major positively influenced persistence (Garcia & Hurtado,
2011).

Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy, the person’s perceptions of his/her own ability in a particular area, has
proved to be a strong predictor of educational outcomes (Bandura, 1997). The development of
self-efficacy is fueled by the students’ perception of competence and goal orientation. Academic
persistence can be developed if learners feel confident in their abilities to learn and accomplish
their objectives (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012). Malhotra, Sizoo, and Chorvat (1999) also found
a strong relationship among self-efficacy, students’ perception of their abilities, and educational
outcomes. They stressed the importance of a congruent relationship among the person’s needs,
his/her self-efficacy, and the social and situational factors affecting attendance in a program.
When adult learners stop out in earlier stages of their schooling process, their view of
their ability to read and write is negatively affected. To react to this possible low-self-efficacy,
the instructor should help the learner set appropriate goals, give constructive feedback, and
monitor students’ work (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012) to promote an incremental view of
intelligence (Dweck, 2006). This solution aligns with the goal orientation gritty people have
(Duckworth and Quinn, 2009) as well as the natural characteristic of adult learners and the
proposed orientation to learning (Knowles, 1980). Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) conclude that
high self-efficacy affects educational outcomes.
Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) propose that adult educators should help learners break
down their general objectives into smaller short-term ones used as pathways and scaffolding to
long-term goals. It is easier to sustain motivation and persistence when goals are short-term and

53
achievable (Schunk, 2003) because students persist when they believe they can succeed in what
they do when they feel they are more self-efficacious (Zieger et al., 2002). “If focused only on
distal goals, students can become frustrated with what appears to be minimal progress, and so
self-efficacy and then persistence may suffer” (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012, p. 135). Goals need
to be set as optimally challenging to increase self-efficacy, which increases student engagement
and persistence in the adult education program (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012).
When students set challenging goals and are taught cognitive and metacognitive
strategies to cope with frustration, they have self-control and direct their learning process to
become more self-regulated. In this way they feel more self-efficacious and persist. Motivation is
enhanced, especially when adult learners find that with effort and perseverance they can
accomplish their goals. It is important for the teacher to focus more on mastery goals, those that
emphasize the process and the development of a skill, rather than on performance goals, oriented
to pay attention to the product and final result of a process. Motivation is enhanced when the
learner enjoys the activity, the task he or she is performing, or sees the value in doing it (Legold
& Welch-Ross, 2012), and for this reason mastery orientation should help adult learners to keep
focused and persist.

Interest and Value

These are two important psychological factors affecting motivation and persistence. The
first factor, interest, can be defined as a preference for certain topics, knowledge areas, or tasks
(Hidi, 1990). There is a distinction between personal interest, the interest students bring to the
classrooms, and situational interest, which is transitive and inspired by a particular event (Hidi &
Harackiewicz, 2000). Teachers can trigger situational interest for a particular activity while
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providing the students with the right context or scaffolding. The challenge is then helping
students transform situational interest into personal interest because the latter persists more in
time than the former, which lasts during the time the students face a situation. Pedagogues claim
that when educators know more about their students’ interests and use that information to plan
and set class activities, writing tasks, and projects, students tend to persist more (Brown, 2006).
The second factor, value, is the personal attribution of meaning and importance to a
particular situation, task, or subject (Schiefele, 1999). There are times a person can persist with
an uninteresting task because there is some type of value in performing the task, it fits with the
person’s concept of self, or there is enjoyment in performing the activity (Legold & Welch-Ross,
2012). It is very likely that the person would engage with this type of activity in the future
(Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). For this reason, when adults enroll in adult education programs, they
should develop positive values toward program activities and tasks in order to promote their
persistence in the program (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012).
Value and interest in a task or endeavor help the person enjoy it; this makes the person
perceive him or herself as autonomous and intrinsically motivated (Deci & Ryan, 1985). When
students find or understand the rationale for performing a task and see the value of it, they feel
intrinsically motivated (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012) even if the task is not initially interesting
(Deci et al., 1994). In their study, Dolliso and Martin (1999) conclude that adult learners
attending agricultural courses self-report the value obtained with the increase of profitability as
one of the motivators to attend and stay in these courses. Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) urge
people involved with adult education to consider whether the activity is appropriate for adult
learners in terms of the skills and strategies needed to accomplish the task. Part of this
appropriateness includes using their experience to solve problems or to make projects. Knowles
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(1980) states that adult learners are more problem centered than subject centered. When using a
problem-centered approach, adults can use their experience and schemata to solve the problem.
Learning departs from their experiences, and by solving the problems, they learn new things. In a
subject-centered approach, the learners use more classroom knowledge to perform activities and
repeat concepts. Since adult learners use their reservoir of experience to learn, they feel more
motivated when they learn through hands-on activities (Dolliso & Martin, 1999). In contrast, if
students attend an adult literacy program seeking an extrinsic reward – for example, to get
money from the government or access to a better job, they tend to drop out as soon as the
extrinsic reward is obtained (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012).

Autonomy and Self-Control

Autonomy, conceptualized as the belief to have control over an activity or situation, is an
intrinsic motivation construct that predicts persistence and is related to the ability people have of
being self-regulated (Knowles, 1980). For some individuals being autonomous and self-regulated
implies being motivated. Wlodkowski (1985) identified five assumptions related to adult
learners’ motivation. One of those is that learners are responsible for their own motivation, an
expression of their own autonomy. However, the amount of autonomy needed to persist is not
the same for everyone. It depends on students’ perception of self-efficacy and competence. If
they do not consider themselves self-efficacious or competent, for example when they face a new
and challenging task, they will sustain motivation when students feel they are in control of the
activity that is challenging. Students notice that putting more tenacity and effort into the activity
will help them succeed (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012).
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Another construct that can be associated with autonomy is self-control, defined as the
“capacity to regulate attention, emotion, and behavior in the presence of temptation” (Duckworth
& Gross, 2014, p. 1). Self-control has been studied as one factor promoting persistence, with a
strong correlation to grit. Both self-control and grit are considered predictors of success
(Duckworth & Gross, 2014). Self-control involves two elements, metacognition and prospection
(Duckworth, Gendler & Gross, 2014). When students perceive they have control over the
activities they perform, they tend to face challenges and persist over time. In contrast, when
students perceive that the teacher is the one in control of the classroom and the student has little
room for choice, motivation tends to decrease (Grolnik & Ryan, 1989). However, when they see
the teacher as supportive of students’ autonomy, motivation increases (Deci et al., 1981). High
self-control is a strong predictor for school achievement and engagement (Duckworth & Carlson,
2013; Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck & Connell, 1998).
Self-control is also linked with autonomy by the choices students are presented with in
class. Self-control implies a superordinate goal that helps the learner choose the right option
among the ones he or she is presented with in class (Duckworth & Gross, 2014). The amount of
choices, and how meaningful they are, is vital for enhancing motivation (Moller, Deci & Ryan,
2006). Even though the reasons to be motivated cannot be referred to in isolation, adult learners
have no limits for their learning when they have a sense of choice, another expression of their
autonomy (Knowles, 1980). Also, when students are distracted from their long-term goals,
having mental representations of them enables them to have self-control toward pursuing the
goals (Duckworth, Gendler & Gross, 2014). This link among the ideas of self-control, autonomy
and choice aligns with the andragogy principle of adult learners’ self-directed learning and
control over their learning process (Knowles, 1980). This by no means implies that teachers
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should leave adult learners on their own, but rather they should strike a balance between teachercenteredness and student-centeredness (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012).
In self-control there is tension between temptations and long-term goals. On the one hand
we have temptations, which are usually low-level construals and generally imply immediate
gratification. In the case of adults, a temptation may be not attending a lesson to go to a pizza
restaurant with his/her classmates. On the other hand, the student has his/her long-term goals,
which constitute a high-level and more abstract construal (Duckworth, Gendler & Gross, 2014).
Helping the students in adult education programs shift into more abstract thought and produce a
cognitive change may focus them on their long-term goals. This will enable students to avoid
temptations and persist to achieve educational goals (Fujita & Carnevale, 2012).
To persist, students need to feel in control of the situation. Legold and Welch-Ross
(2012) make reference to the two types of demotivators students find in their learning process
when they do not feel in control of the situation. The first one is when students attribute failure to
something uncontrollable, they feel helpless and lose motivation. In contrast, when they attribute
failure or low performance to something they can control, motivation may not suffer. The second
one is that adult learners tend to face challenging activities they are interested in, which means
that whenever students perceive they are in control of the activity they perform and their
perceived difficulty is low, they are highly motivated and face the challenge.

Social Motivation

When people are required to engage in activities with others, for example to support other
people, they become more resilient and persistent when faced with challenging activities
(Malhotra, Sizoo, & Chorvat, 1999; Werner, 1984). The sense of not belonging to a social
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structure or the feeling of being a social outlier may cause adults to drop out or be reluctant to
participate. Literacy programs also have meaning when they are part of the same cultural and
social contexts of the participants. It is very important to bear this in mind, so students can
identify with the classroom culture and atmosphere. An example of social motivation is called
“classroom collaboration,” which is also termed “cooperation,” “collaboration,” or “collective
struggle” (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012, p. 153). This type of motivation, which leads to
persistence, is developed through positive interactions among members of a learning community
within classrooms and learning environments as they develop a particular skill (Guthrie et al.,
2004). To motivate the students, they should work together, for example to learn how to write
(Graham & Perin, 2007). Aligned with Knowles’ (1980) principles of andragogy, research
suggests that adults feel more engaged if they are provided with opportunities to exchange their
experience and opinions with other adults and use this expertise to solve real problems or discuss
everyday topics (Legold & Welch-Ross).

How These Psychological Factors Apply to Uruguayan Adult Education Students

In Uruguay the analysis of persistence among dropouts is reduced to the analysis of the
numbers of students who leave the educational system every year. This analysis is not even made
among adult students. A small number of studies focused on the analysis of the factors affecting
students who drop out education were conducted. Rivero (2008) is an example of those studies,
although the factors she alludes to have a sociological root. These factors include family
responsibilities, work responsibilities, the time classes are scheduled or having large groups. The
factors Rivero found are very important to explain persistence, but the current study tried to
determine that there are psychological factors affecting persistence. These mental processes are
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fueled by these sociological and external factors. The psychological theories and constructs
analyzed in this sub-section are proof of that. This study analyzed students accounts to
understand how much influence grit, self-efficacy, self-control, interest, value and/or social
motivation had on the fact that this group of students persisted. The fact all these theories were
incorporated to this section portrays the complexity the phenomenon of persistence entails. This
complexity was the main purpose of the current study to understand which of these theories best
adapts to the Uruguayan context of adult education programs.

Conclusion

Apart from this model that Nora (2006) provides and the research that supports it, testing
this model with secondary school adult students fills the gap in three areas. First, the model has
been tested on several occasions with Hispanic participants who were United States students.
The model has never been explicitly tested with secondary school adult students attending school
in another country such as Uruguay, the target population of the current study.
Secondary school adult learners represent a minority group within the Uruguayan
educational system, but they share several characteristics with the Latino population Nora (2006)
worked with. However, they also have some characteristics that make the group unique. There
were certain assumptions and support factors mentioned in Nora’s (2006) model with which the
secondary school adult learners in Uruguay do not match. For example, in Nora’s model, one the
pre-college and pull factors is financial assistance needed. This may not be a cause affecting
Uruguayan adult students’ persistence since education is free in Uruguay; therefore, testing the
model with adult learners in Uruguay also implies testing whether the model and its components
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apply to the Uruguayan context. One possible limitation this study has is how accurate
participants were when they self-reported their experiences and why they stayed in school.
Second, the research studies conducted using Nora’s (2006) model are quantitative. This
study, on the contrary, was qualitative and centered on understanding the connections students
self-report when giving their accounts of their stories and what factors they self-reported as
important for developing persistence. The contexts, texts, tasks, systems, and structures of adult
literacy instruction require as much research-based attention as do the individuals who must
persist in learning (Legold & Welch-Ross, 2012). Consequently, this study provided a different
perspective, adding some qualitative aspects and psychological factors affecting persistence.
Third, Nora’s (2006) model is based in sociology. This sociological perspective aligns
with the traditional perspective that educational institutions have used to explain the phenomena
taking place within the classroom and within the institutions. From an educational psychology
perspective, there is more to add to the discussion. Therefore, the use of Nora’s model in this
study added an educational psychology perspective, not only by considering the constructs
studied but also by analyzing the context in which the study was conducted.
To conclude, this study is novel for two main reasons. The first reason is that there is a
lack of formal research on adult learners in Uruguay. Educators, authorities and students talk
about the important phenomenon of adults dropping out of school, but there is no systematic
study that can help administrators and teachers know how to address this issue. The current study
examined the reasons adult learners want to stay in school and persist. Legold and Welch-Ross
(2012) suggest that it is important for future research on adult education to focus on “how the
various components of motivation relate to one another to affect persistence in the adult
instruction context” (p. 133). The second reason is the particular emphasis on psychological
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factors in the current study to have a more complex and integrated perspective of what causes
adult learners persist.

CHAPTER 3
METHOD
The purpose of this study was to explore how adult learners persist in secondary school
adult education programs in Uruguay. The literature review revealed that there are multiple
reasons Uruguayan adults stay in education programs and achieve their educational goals. Nora’s
(2006) model offered a sociological explanation for this, but the purpose of the current study was
to focus on the psychological processes taking place in the learner in order for them to decide to
keep motivated and stay in school. Consequently, developing persistence depended on various
factors that were explored in this study.

Design

To address the previously delimited problem, the following research questions led the
study. They established my line of inquiry and were based on the purpose of this study and the
information secured from the literature review. In the case of these adult secondary school
students, their past experiences and their context played an important role in defining their
objectives, strategies and sources they have for accomplishing them. These questions are selfposed level four questions that analyze beyond the information provided by an interview study
and also include results from the literature (McNamara, 1999).
1. How do adult students in Uruguay describe their past experiences as learners?
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2. How do adult students in Uruguay describe the process of coming back to school? What were
the challenges they faced when re-entering education in an adult education program? How
did they overcome those challenges?
3. How do adult students in Uruguay describe their most recent school year? What drove them
to stay focused and have a willingness to succeed?
The approach used to collect data for this study was qualitative. The current topic fit well
with this methodology because it was important to use the participants’ accounts of their
experiences to understand the struggles they had been going through and the reasons they had to
persist and accomplish their educational goals. A small unit within a group of Uruguayan
secondary school adult education students was the target population of this study. Participants
were selected from an adult education school in Salto, a northwestern city in Uruguay. The
chosen school is similar to other schools in Uruguay since its students are, by law, over-aged
students who work or have family responsibilities, who have dropped out of the educational
system, and who want to finish middle or high school in night school.
Considering that I was analyzing group phenomena in a particular setting, an interview
study (McNamara, 1999) was used as the main research method in this study. Due to the small
social unit considered and the complexity of the topic itself, the problem was delimited and was
investigated. The problem set was how this group of people persisted in their goal-achieving
process of getting a high school diploma within the context in which they lived and how they
lived in their contexts (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).
One step in an interview study is to review the literature for theoretical answers before
actually collecting data and developing theoretical propositions to understand the data collected
(Yin, 2014), which was already done in Chapter 2. Following that, it was important to explore
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the participants’ perspectives and meanings to see how they were empowered to continue. It was
also important to understand what sources adult learners self-report as key to becoming
empowered, motivated and persistent. The causes to persist that participants alluded to in this
study were “human interpretations, on the basis of which people act” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p.
12).
In qualitative research the context is not only determined by the place in which the
participants interact but also by the interactions, such as the social activities or cultural practices
(Dyson & Genishi, 2005). The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 shows how the relationships adult
learners build at school are important for fitting into the institution and for persisting. To know
more about the reasons students stay in school, it is vital to study the dynamic relation between
the institution and the adult learner. Interview study is the method that best adapts to the context,
reality, participants, and research topic (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).
The phenomenon of interest is needed (Yin, 2014) to help us understand the social,
institutional, and psychological implications involved in the development of persistence among
the Uruguayan secondary school adult learners to face their struggles and stay in school. I have
been working with adult learners at night schools for almost 20 years and am interested in how
they have the strength and motivation to be successful in secondary education. Part of my
motivation for this study lie in the personal difficulty I find as an educator to help my students
persist.
In addition to having an interest and research phenomenon, it is important to take time to
explore the context and develop trust and rapport with the participants to gain access to their
world (Yin, 2014). For this reason, these 20 years of experience in adult education programs,
working at the same institution, with students who have been my students themselves and are
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now part of this study was essential. It was also important to analyze the institution they attend,
which is part of their daily educational context. As part of getting to know more about the
students’ context I listened to and read stories about them, I conducted action research as part of
my teaching practice, and I created bonds with many of the adult education learners. After going
through the process of constructing the case, I formed research questions based on my interests
and the research phenomenon
Due to the research topic, the interest of this study rested in the participants’ accounts of
their experiences, their struggles in traditional education, the moment they dropped out of
education, the way they overcame this struggle, their decision to re-enroll and attend an adult
education program, and how this defined their persistence throughout their most recent year.
Therefore, interview study seemed to be the best method to use (McNamara, 1999). The
questions are coherent with general qualitative methodology, and with interview study research
in particular, because they focus on the participants’ descriptions of certain processes, on their
own self-reports, and on possible observations of the participants. These elements are described
in more detail in the next sections.

Setting

Dyson and Genishi’s (2005) advice is to “choose something small and observe it
intentionally and closely over time” (p. 42). To follow their advice, this study was carried out at
a local 500-student secondary night school for adults in Salto, the second biggest Uruguayan
city, located in the northwestern part of the country. The city is a tourist-focused city with an
agriculture-based economy. Most of the students attending adult education programs work in
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these two areas, tourism and agriculture, and see education as a springboard for better work
opportunities.
The population of the school is quite homogeneous, and they share some characteristics.
All the students are at least 14 years of age (they have to be at least two years older than a
traditional student); they used to be traditional students who dropped out or did not enter
secondary education for whatever reason; they failed in traditional education and decided to
access adult secondary school education; and they have familial and/or work responsibilities.
Since this is the only school in which adults can access adult middle school education,
participants come from all the different neighborhoods in Salto and its rural areas. Being the
population of the school very rich, the participants were chosen based on the fact that they
completed their fourth-year courses or had just started school and were willing to be part of the
study.

Educational Institution

The name of this school for adults is Secondary School #5. It is one of two schools that
admits adult learners who have dropped out of ordinary education and want to finish their
secondary education. In Secondary School #5 students can attend first year of secondary school,
which is approximately equivalent to seventh grade in the United States; second year of
secondary school, which is the American equivalent of eighth grade; third year of secondary
school, which is the equivalent of ninth grade in the US, and fourth year of secondary school,
which is the American equivalent tenth grade. The fifth and sixth year of secondary school, the
American equivalents to high school grades 11 and 12, have to be attended at secondary school
#1, but this school was not part of this study. Secondary School #5 currently has 12 groups: three
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groups of first year, two groups of second year, three groups of third year, and four groups of
fourth year secondary school, with an average number of 40 students per group. The current total
number of enrolled adults attending classes was 480 students.
Secondary School #5 had the following employees: one principal; one vice-principal; a
secretary; two clerks; a librarian; three people in charge of the biology, chemistry and physics
laboratories; and more than 50 teachers representing different levels and subjects. Among the
teachers, the students choose one teacher adviser per group. Except for this teacher adviser, the
rest of the staff working in the institution is more oriented to administrative and teaching
endeavors. Students can informally talk with any of the people working in the administration of
the school and ask them for advice; however, there is no counselor or adviser who can help them
when they actually need it.
Since it is the only school admitting adult learners for certain courses, the population of
adult students attending Secondary School #5 is quite varied. Geographically speaking, people
from any part of the city are eligible to enroll at Secondary School #5, which has several
implications in terms of the population of the institution. Students come from diverse cultural,
social and economic backgrounds, which provided the school with a heterogeneously complex
and rich population. The bulk of experiences these students bring to class are unique, which
poses a challenge for teachers and administrators. In Uruguay, race and ethnicity have not been
topics of discussion because Uruguayans are considered the result of many immigration waves.
Consequently, no references to ethnicity or race are made in this study. However, income, as a
variable, was taken into consideration for this study, especially considering that most of the
participants alluded to economic factors as affecting their decision to drop out, their decision to
re-enroll in education, and even the development of their persistence.
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Participants

As can be seen from the structure of the school, the largest number of students is enrolled
in fourth grade (the Uruguayan equivalent of 10th grade in the U.S.). This grade is very important
for students because when they finish fourth year, they are prepared for the pre-university
courses in the fifth and sixth year secondary school (the Uruguayan equivalents of 11th and 12th
grade in the U.S.) at a different school. From a more socio-economic perspective, finishing
fourth year guarantees more chances of getting a better job or accessing other types of education.
A striking fact, as was shown in Chapter 1, is that the number of students dropping out in fourth
year is lower than in other grades. This fact turned my attention to this sub-group within the adult
population and fueled my interest for understanding why higher numbers of persistent students
stay in school during the fourth year of secondary school. In addition to interviewing those
students and to spot differences with fourth year students, I also interviewed first year students
who had recently re-started school. The idea was to find any differences between one group of
students and the other in terms of the reasons both groups had to persist or the strategies they
used to persist. This difference explains the data contained in Table 4 in that 4th-year students
persisted more than 1st-year students did. In the next paragraphs, a more detailed description of
the process of selection and interview of students is given.

Students

Taking advantage of my knowledge about the students, especially fourth-year students, I
have from being their teacher, I asked who would voluntarily participate in the study. With firstyear students things were a little more difficult. I was not their teacher, so they did not know who

69
I was. I went to the class and tried to recruit participants, but only two people signed up. I then
asked these two participants from first year to act as gatekeepers and help me recruit at least
eight more people. The aim was to recruit 10 participants from the first year and 10 participants
from the fourth year. It turned out that one participant from fourth year dropped, and I had 10
first-year participants and nine fourth-year participants. A total of 19 participants were then part
of this study.
In the selection of fourth-year participants I used two criteria: first, I selected students
who live in complex environments (they had family issues, economic problems, or lived far
away from school); second, I chose students whose academic performance was high at the end of
the 2015 school year and who passed all their subjects at school because I wanted to know why
they succeeded. In the selection of first-year participants, I also used two criteria: first, I also
considered students who lived in complex environments as described before; second, I chose
students who had enrolled in the first year after at least five years being out of school and were
attending classes in April 2017.
This selected group of participants was heterogeneous. I aimed for an equal balance in
terms of gender. Of the participants, 11 participants were female and eight were male. If we
analyze the population more closely, among the first-year students, six were female and four
were male; whereas among the fourth-year students, five were female and four were male.
Regarding their age, Figure 1 shows that the majority of the participants were between 19 and 30
years old.
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Figure 1- Age of participants in this study.

Within the group, there were people with different sexual orientations, family and work
responsibilities, and places of residence. As was said in previous paragraphs, it would be
inappropriate to talk about differences in ethnicity or race simply because we are never asked to
talk about race in Uruguay. We are just labeled as Uruguayans regardless of the ancestry we
have.
These students had some characteristics in common. One characteristic they shared is that
they had all dropped out of traditional education for a variety of reasons: some students were
expelled for bad behavior; others started a family while they were attending ordinary education,
some had to work, and others did not find a friendly environment at school and thought they did
not fit in. Figure 2 shows the number of years it took participants to re-enroll in school. The
range of years goes from 2 to 20 years without attending school. However, a very striking aspect
of the data is that even though there is a subtle difference between the average number of years
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that first-year participants and fourth-year participants had been out of the schools, there is not a
significant difference.
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Figure 2- Number of years participants who dropped out of traditional education.

Another characteristic that is common to fourth-year students is that these students
finished the secondary school courses without sitting for any exams at the end of the school year.
This signifies that they were ranked high within their groups due to their performance in all of
their school subjects. In the case of the first-year participants, they were students who had been
steadily attending classes since the beginning in March until the end of April.
Apart from these two main common characteristics, there are also some differences that
are important. A significant difference among the prospective participants is the number of years
it took them to come back to school. Figure 2 reveals that almost half of the participants stayed
out of school for a period of time of less than eight years; whereas the other half stayed out of
school for more than 10 years and up to 20. The students in the last sub-group likely have certain
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personal and psychological characteristics identified in the literature that affect their academic
performance, such as low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, or insecurities (Knowles, 1980). But at
the same time, the second group of students had more life experiences, knowledge gained in
informal settings, and maturity.
Another difference that can be found within the group of participants was the socioeconomic position of the students. Among the target group, most participants worked to support
themselves (12), but they did not have a family to take care of. A minority of the participants had
started their own businesses. Others depended on their parents economically and still lived with
them. In this group, 11 participants were in this situation. The rest of the group had a family and
were the bread-winners. Some of them worked all year long (e.g., as a carpenter) and some of
them had seasonal jobs (e.g., working in the fields harvesting blueberries).

IRB

This study involved the collection of data from a group of human subjects, and therefore,
approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was required. The data were kept confidential.
The participants were identified as “a fourth-year male participant” or “a first-year female
mother participant,” and their data were kept in a secure place. To fulfill this requirement a
consent form was designed and submitted for approval. Participants were required to sign this
consent form to explicitly signify their willingness to participate in the study. Parental consent
was not applicable to this research because all the participants were older than 18. Since this
study and the dissemination of its results has taken longer than January 2018 an extension of IRB
approval was submitted.
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Data Collection

The data collected for this study came from two different sources: a survey and semistructured interviews with student participants, all of them in Spanish. The main source of
information was the interviews, not only due to the richness of the self-reported answers but also
for the chance of probing and asking for clarification. The interviewees provided a multidimensional and complex perspective of how these adult learners persisted in educational
programs. The participants also provided first-hand information, and I was able to ask for
clarification. Having interviews as the main source of data allowed me to make adaptations to
what the participants were mentioning, to explore areas and feelings they were describing, and to
focus more on aspects I wanted to observe. All these features made interviews a very reliable and
valid instrument for this study.
The recruitment of the participants started at the end of 2016 and beginning of 2017, after
the IRB application was approved. Ten participants from each level, first year and fourth year,
were recruited, and before conducting the interviews, one fourth-year participant withdrew from
the study. From February 2017 until May 2017, the semi-structured interviews were conducted
and transcribed.

Data Sources

Questionnaire

This questionnaire (see Appendix A) was administered to adult Secondary School #5
students and was in Spanish. Participants completed it individually prior to the semi-structured
interview, and it served as a reflection exercise. The questionnaire’s main objective was to

74
collect preliminary data that could help me adjust the interview protocol to the participants. This
instrument gathered biographical data from the participants as well as some preliminary ideas on
their objectives for returning to and staying in secondary school. While the participants were
being interviewed, the interviewer went back to some of the answers to ask for examples or
experiences in that area.
The questionnaire consisted of 22 questions divided into two parts: personal information
and questions regarding persistence. Questions one through six asked about relevant data
regarding their age, identity, current academic and personal life, and family context and job
responsibilities as well as their purpose for going back to school. All the questions in this first
part were multiple-choice, but some left a space to add extra information if they wanted. For
example, question six referred to the possible reasons participants had for going back to school.
The list was not intended to be complete because only some common, or general, reasons were
included in the list. If the participant did not want to choose any of the reasons listed, then they
could add new ones where it says “other.” In addition to this, at the end of question six,
participants found three blank spaces to self-report the amount of years they had been out of
school, whether they were currently attending all their subjects in the program, and how they felt
about their school workload.
Questions 7 to 22 focused on the participants’ prior academic experiences, how they felt
about and perceived school now, and other questions related to their motivation to stay in
secondary school and persist. There were some items that sought information about the
institutional climate. Items such as Question 7 directly addressed the question of whether
students felt good at school or not. Even item 10 sought to know if students felt supported by
teachers or school staff. To deal with the topic of persistence, five items (9, 11, 14, 16, and 18)
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were taken from Duckworth and Quinn’s (2007) grit scale and other items related to other
constructs of motivation. For example, item 19 dealt with the idea of social motivation and
cooperative learning. The questions in this second part of the questionnaire were all multiplechoice, Likert type ranging from “very much like me” or “not like me at all” (see Appendix A).
As mentioned before, the answers from this second part were used during the interview to learn
more about the participants.

Semi-Structured Interviews

The semi-structured interviews were the central source of information in this study. At
the beginning of the interview, the participants answered a 22-item questionnaire, then talked
about information they provided in the questionnaire, and answered some questions from the
interview protocol related to the same, and other, topics in the interview. The interviews were
conducted at school, and all the participants agreed to recording the interview.
After receiving IRB approval, the participants were contacted and interviewed. The
interviews were audiotaped, transcribed, analyzed in Spanish, and important excerpts were
transcribed in Spanish but also translated into English to be included in the manuscript. The
translation was checked by another bilingual researcher to guarantee that what the participant
said was actually what it was translated. After the data were processed, there were no relevant
questions to justify a second round of interviews. The semi-structured interview is analyzed more
in depth in the following sub-section.
The interviews, conducted in Spanish, focused on four areas of inquiry. In the first area,
the participants were asked about their identity and their current life. It was important to know
the familial context in which they decided to go back to school and how this context impacted
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their purpose for returning to secondary school. This area also dealt with their decision to go
back to school and the possible reasons for this decision. This part of the interview was also
linked to and supported by the questionnaire they answered before being interviewed. The
participants were also asked to refer to this experience of going back to school with a specific
reference of what returning to school as an adult was like. The main aim of this part was to build
rapport with the participant and understand more about the mental processes that took place at
the moment of making the decision of returning to school. Building rapport is considered to be
extremely important because it implies “getting along with each other, a harmony with, a
conformity to, an affinity for one another” (Seidman, 2006, p. 97) and the openness of the
interviewer depends on the degree of rapport built.
The second area of inquiry centered on the students’ past experiences in education. In this
section, the participants’ feelings about these experiences as well as the people who supported
them there were studied. Information about their social, financial, emotional, and academic
struggles was sought. These past experiences were assumed to be negative, since the student had
to drop out of school and now they were going back to it. It is important to know how negative
the previous experience was and how their family, the institution, and they themselves reacted to
this experience. These questions asked about the way participants perceive themselves in relation
to their experiences, their context, and their struggle. Since the questions were open, some
probing questions were also planned in case the participants did not address topics relevant for
this study. For example, when participants were asked about their previous experience, there
were some participants who were probed about the reasons they dropped out, their feelings when
they did it, and how people around them reacted (see Appendix B).
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The third area of inquiry focused on their previous and most recent academic year. In this
section we moved from their past negative experiences to their most recent academic experience.
Last year, the fourth-year participants went back to school and succeeded in finishing their
courses. This section was crucial for understanding why these people stayed in school. Questions
like how to strike a balance between their personal and academic lives; how they fit in at school;
and how much support they receive from their classmates, family, administrators or teachers
were some of the questions the participants addressed in their accounts. The impact of going
back to school on their family, friends, and their own self was also investigated through these
questions.
The fourth and last area of inquiry referred to why they succeeded, that is which factors
the participants reported as determinants of their motivation to stay in school. These factors
helped me understand how these people persisted. The participants were also asked about
strategies they used or they saw other classmates use to persist. These strategies may be essential
as part of the methodology teachers should use when teaching adults to promote motivation and
persistence.

Data Analysis

The data collected for this study had qualitative sources. The demographic data came
from the questionnaire that adult secondary school students took at the beginning of the data
collection process as part of the face-to-face semi-structured interview. However, the main
source of data came from the semi-structured interviews with the adult students attending the
2016-17 school year at an adult education program in School #5 in Salto, Uruguay.
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The data were analyzed using NVivo 10 software. The process of analyzing the data
consisted of first cycle coding, memoing, landscaping, operationalizing data, and second cycle
coding.
First Cycle Coding

For first cycle coding I used the different constructs from the literature review on
psychological factors affecting persistence as well as Nora’s model (2006) as an initial set of
codes defined as an “open-ended approach to coding the data with some recommended general
guidelines” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 100). It included holistic coding, which Saldaña recommends as a
good fit when the researcher already knows what to look for in the data. In this case the literature
review provided some ideas to analyze the data. The codes included in this initial set were
provisional and very general. In some cases they were just the meta-codes used to analyze the
data. It is a common procedure in that the pre-determined ones can change along the process.
Inductive analysis identified themes like “having an objective” and sub themes like
“academic,” “social,” “emotional,” and “financial” were also present. After the first coding was
finished, “code landscaping” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 199) was used to analyze the preliminary
findings and patterns and prepare for second cycle coding since it helped the researcher see “both
the forest and the trees” (p. 199). In this study all the participants mentioned an objective as part
of the reasons to re-enroll in school. As part of second cycle coding, understanding the content of
these objectives was crucial to understand the different reasons to engage in education again.
Consequently, an operational model was designed to picture how the codes network among them
and how the participants’ accounts fit in Nora’s model and what exceeded the model and should
be included in a new model.
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Analytic Memos

During first cycle coding, the data provided more ideas, thoughts, connections between
variables and insights. A common idea among the participants was “ser alguien en la vida” (to be
somebody in life), which clearly appeared after I conducted some queries in NVivo to find
patterns and themes not identified when coding the data. Since being somebody in life appeared
in all the accounts and more than once in each one, an analytic memo was written to provide a
more in-depth understanding of this concept. Writing the memo helped me think about what was
happening to transition to the second cycle coding process by analyzing the data and the ideas in
depth. This analysis revealed how culturally-rooted this idea of being somebody in life was, but
it also showed how vague and adaptable the concept was. Even though the participants shared
some common ideas about being somebody in life such as pursuing a career or having a better
job, each concept was unique depending on the person. For these reasons, writing memos on
relevant topics provided me with more tools to transition to second cycle coding.

Second Cycle Coding

Also conducted in NVivo, its purpose was to condense the number of codes. For second
cycle coding, pattern coding was the most appropriate method because it explained emergent
themes and connections between codes (such the connection between being somebody in life and
work responsibilities or family responsibilities or even the decision to drop out) and was a good
follow up for initial coding (Saldaña, 2013). The use of pattern coding did not prevent other
coding methods from being used. For example, focus coding was used to determine the strategies
participants used to persist. In addition to this, axial coding was used to understand the reasons to

80
drop out of traditional education during the second cycle coding. During first cycle coding, it
was important to find out how the participants decided to drop out of education and the multiple
reasons for it. They were labeled as reasons to drop out, and during the second cycle coding
those reasons were analyzed in depth.

Researcher’s Role

Dyson and Genishi (2005), when discussing case study design, talk about the key
importance of determining who the researcher is, his/her role and his/her positionality, and
whether the researcher is an insider or an outsider regarding the research phenomenon. This
process is part of what Dyson and Genishi call the negotiation of the researcher’s role and it is
pertinent in this study. Describing this process and definitions does not only entail a selfreported analysis of who I am but also practical implications in terms of defining the
phenomenon of interest, the process of data collection, and how to approach participants. These
characteristics and definitions make me an insider to this study, and this statement is supported in
the following paragraphs.
To begin with, the person I am is strongly influenced by three major factors. The first
factor is that I am an adult educator. I became a teacher 20 years ago, and since then I have been
working as a teacher for adults. I taught the students who participated in this study. As an adult
educator, I have been forging my own identity by differentiating the way I approach teaching and
the way I build rapport with my students. I have developed empathy with my adult students, and
my interest has been triggered by the overwhelmingly high number of students unexpectedly
dropping out of school. The difficulty of putting myself in the other person’s shoes has led me to
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try to understand why people who go back to school with apparently clear educational objectives
quit. These characteristics make me an insider to this study.
This identity process has mostly required the use of my intuition and reflection on my
own teaching experience since there are no opportunities for formal education in adult education
in Uruguay. This identity process has been a process that I did not do on my own but within a
community, the community that was part of this study. It was not until I started my master’s at
Northern Illinois University that I was able to build a theoretical framework for all the
experiences acquired during my years working with adults. This theoretical framework was
enriched by means of the mentors I have had in my life and career. This aspect of my identity
contributed to the idea of being an insider to the research context.
Another characteristic that makes me an insider to this study comes from the experiences
as a mentor I have had along my teaching career. In these 20 years as an adult educator, I have
come across many people, some of them now my friends, who found it difficult to stay in school.
Through them, I experienced first-hand their stories and struggles, their educational objectives,
their needs, their families, their hopes and ambitions as well as their constant uncertainty about
their immediate future. I have known students who are afraid of talking in public, afraid of taking
tests and being given a low grade, and, needless to say, afraid of failure. Their personal lives are
always present in their accounts because their lives are a source of stress for them. The main
challenge is to learn how to juggle their personal and academic lives.
On a different note, what fascinates me about these students is their strength, their
determination, and their purpose in life. A frequent motive they have to go back to school is to
provide their families with a better future, not just in terms of money but also in terms of the
increased opportunities that come with a better education. This concept of a better future implies
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getting a better job, being literate, or having access to university studies. I do align with this
thought. My knowledge of these students does not come from the media or from indirect sources;
it comes from having experiences with them and feeling empathetic to their stories of both
struggle and success.
My life has many characteristics in common with these students. In a broad sense I share
their nationality and idiosyncrasies as a Uruguayan. This implies that they and I share our
culture, language, customs and country heritage. In more concrete terms, I come from a lowincome family, with blue-collar parents who only finished high school studies. They could not
continue due to economic problems and job responsibilities. Probably, due to the struggle they
went through, they gave high value to education. My parents planted the seed for the love for
education, and that is what I inherited from them. This last idea made me an outsider to the group
of participants in this study because dropping out was never an option for me. In my schooling
experience I was very “successful” and there was not a single problem, personal or economic,
which my parents allowed to interfere with my positive schooling experience. As I said, the
participants in this study could not finish their studies for multiple reasons, although they have a
strong belief in the importance of education in one’s life.
The third factor that makes me an insider to this study is my own struggle to help adult
students persist and keep focused on the objectives they want to accomplish. Adults who work
and study are vulnerable populations in my country, and I find several similarities with students
who live in the United States. So as an educator I have found myself dealing with many
situations of people struggling in education and have helped them develop strategies to succeed.
Influenced by the ideas of Freire, Shor, and Bourdieu I do believe education is a springboard for
change, a path to overcome oppression and a way to rebel to an unequal society. I am convinced
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that the classroom is a place where resilience, persistence, and grit can be promoted by creating a
supportive environment in which the teacher has a leading role.
Currently, I am teaching adults again, and this has substantially contributed to the
research on this topic. I became even more motivated to investigate the field of adult education
in Uruguay as I am part of it. My motivation to work with adult secondary school students was
strengthened by their own strength, grit, and resilience. These people have the goal of getting a
degree, being educated, and helping their families. This objective has a hypnotic effect on some
of them that does not allow them to stray from their path as they work to accomplish their goals.
This is why I want to know the reasons they keep motivated and stay in school.

CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
After analyzing the gathered data, the results can be divided into three main sections that
correspond to the three research questions presented in Chapter 1. In the first section, the
analysis focuses on the learners’ past experiences, the key moments that led students to drop out
of traditional education, and how they experienced frustration. In the second section, the alluded
to motives involved in the process of returning to school are presented. Those variables include
the reasons participants had to go back to school, how they coped with the demands of their
personal world and the development of strategies to cope with those demands. In the third
section, the participants’ last year experience is explored. They shared their experiences and
defined concepts such as success, “ser alguien en la vida,” and persistence.

Learners’ Past Experiences

In this section, I report on participants’ answers to the interview questions that address
the first research question: How do adult students in Uruguay describe their past experiences as
learners? The purpose of this question was for participants to describe their past experiences in
education and the reasons that led them to drop out of traditional education. Dropping out of
traditional education is a characteristic that these adult students have in common. In addition, the
existing regulation in Uruguay requires that in order to access adult education, adults must have
dropped out of traditional education. Consequently, when students were asked to describe their
past experiences with education, I expected they would mention the events that led them to drop
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out of education as well as what happened after doing it. One result this study revealed is the
complexity that past experience entails, as the participants did not attribute the fact they dropped
out of traditional education to just one single reason but to an interrelated set of them.
The participants mentioned 14 explicit reasons to drop out. However, there was a lot of
overlap, so it was impossible to consider the reasons in isolation because all of them have some
influence on another one. For the purpose of analysis, those reasons were classified into three
groups and are shown in Table 6. The first group, Own Self, referred to leaving school because
of their own responsibility without attributing the negative experience to other people or
situations. Responses in this category include acting as an adolescent, being apathetic about
education or not seeing the value of education. The second group, Lack of Resources, identified
their lack economic, family, personal and/or emotional resources. The participants attributed
dropping out to economic problems or work responsibilities as well as living far from the school
and having a lack of transportation as key factors for their lack of persistence. Finally, the third
group includes “Relationships and emotional conflict.” The main criterion for this group is the
influence of negative people or emotional conflicts on their decision to drop out. These reasons
include having bad companions or experiencing family problems as the reason to leave
traditional school. The three groups will be analyzed in depth in the following sections.
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Table 6
Reasons for Leaving Traditional Education
Own Self
•
•
•
•
•
•

Acted as an adolescent
Apathetic about
education
Lack of value
Personal decision
Lack of fit in the
educational system
Fear

Lack of Resources
•
•
•
•
•

Distance and lack of
transportation.
Economic problems.
Working
responsibilities.
Family responsibilities.
Lack of
encouragement.

Relations and Emotional
Conflict
• Bad companions.
• Catastrophic events.

Own Self

As stated before, this group of reasons to drop out of traditional education and produce a
negative academic experience has a common thread through the participants’ self and how they
reacted to particular situations. The focus is on the individual rather than on someone else
influencing his/her behavior.

Acted as an Adolescent

This was the most popular reason participants alluded to when explaining why they
dropped out of traditional education. In total, 79% of participants thought that acting as an
adolescent was one of the main causes they dropped out of traditional education. A first-year
male student labeled this stage in life as a rebellious one. He said “me puse rebelde y dije no
estudio más” (I became rebellious and said that I would not study anymore). A fourth- year
student was even more precise: “tenía aproximadamente 15 o 16 más o menos cuando entre en la
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época de rebeldía y deje de estudiar.” (I was approximately 15 or 16 years old when I became
rebellious and dropped out of school). Adolescence is considered a time in life in which these
individuals became more rebellious and rejected or challenged what older people, especially
their parents, wanted them to do.
Another aspect of acting as an adolescent refers to their inability to see how dropping out
of school would affect their future. A first-year male participant remembers that acting as an
adolescent implied rejecting the idea of studying, but he now admits that this rejection is
something that, later on in life, he regrets. He admitted that “como todo gurí que no le gusta el
estudio pero después que deje me arrepentí.” (as any child, I did not like studying but then it was
something I regretted). These regrets also have to do with their lack of vision about the future.
When the participants suggested that they had acted like adolescents, they immediately
associated this to how it negatively affected their future. As a fourth-year student recalls, “en ese
momento no pensaba que el estudio iba a influenciar mi futuro, estaba pensando como un
adolescente” (at that moment I did not think that studying would influence my future, I was
thinking as an adolescent). It seems like participants also associated acting like an adolescent
with wanting to live and enjoy the present without thinking about the future and what it
represents.
These people, who had behaved like adolescents, have changed their perspective toward
education and noticed a change in their behavior, including setting objectives and persevering to
achieve them. They contrast the way they acted when they dropped out of traditional education
with the way they are acting now. An example of this contrast between acting as an adolescent in
the past and acting differently now, is given by a fourth-year female student and mother of four.
She believes that she behaved as an adolescent because she did not value the process of learning.
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She realizes that now she has a different predisposition toward learning: “lo que voy ahora que
voy a estudiar y aprender, no? Porque ahora yo me siento como que todo me quiero aprender”
(what I do now is studying and learning, right? Because now I feel I want to learn everything).
As Knowles (1980) says, adults differ from traditional students in their readiness to learn.
These participants indicated that there were several aspects of their personal world as
adolescents that challenged their educational goals. They mentioned going out (“salia”), going to
parties and having fun with friends (“habia fiestas”, “joda”, “farra”), episodes of violence
(“violencia”), alcohol (“el tome”), problems with the police (“problemas de comisaria”), and
everything that “took these people to the wrong path” (Iba por el camino equivocado). The
participants argued that due to the situations they lived while they were adolescents, they were
not interested in studying or attending school (“no me interesaba el estudio”). This idea of being
not interested in school can be linked with being apathetic about school.

Being Apathetic About Education

This was the second most popular reason people credit as influencing their decision to
leave traditional education with 58% of participants alluding to it. When the participants
described their experience at school, they did it in a fairly positive way. Although they did not
see learning the subjects as difficult and they believed they were capable and intelligent, they
were not interested in attending school or learning what the teacher taught. Actually, 58% of the
students referenced their unwillingness to attend school. A first-year female participant shared
that when thinking retrospectively, she believes it was a psychological problem, but she
acknowledges that “hoy que soy grande me doy cuenta que capaz que era psicológico” (Today
that I am a grown up I realize that it might have been something psychological).
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A first-year female participant spoke of her negative past experience at school as
something that could be only attributed to herself. “Fue mala mía porque a mí no me interesaba
el estudio, no sé qué me pasaba pero no me interesaba nada de los estudios, no quería saber de
nada” (It was my bad because I was not interested in school. I did not want to know about it).
The participant was unable to see a reason to drop out of school. She said, “No se que me
pasaba.” She did not know what it was happening to her, but she eventually chose to quit.
Other participants went deeper into the analysis of what happened to them. A first-year
female participant blamed her lack of will (“no tenia voluntad”) and objectives (“no tenia
objetivos”) for her lack of motivation to keep attending traditional secondary school. “No me
llamaba la atención y no prestaba atención.” This first-year male participant, while sharing his
feelings toward secondary school, contended that school “did not call his attention and therefore,
he did not pay attention.” (“el liceo no me llamaba la atención, entonces yo no prestaba atención)
He seems to refer to his lack of interest in the topics teachers were working with at school. He
said he did not see the value of learning those topics for his own life and needs, and the
consequence was his lack of motivation.
“Me desanime” (I got discouraged), a fourth-year male participant said, while a fourthyear female participant referred to schooling as an obligation. She said, “Era como una
obligación ir. Era una obligación y porque me mandaban iba” (It was an obligation and since I
was sent, I went). Education was seen as something they had to do and not as something that
participants saw the value to do. The participants revealed that this obligation had some impact
on their feelings since they did not want to be with those people at that particular place. A fourthyear female participant argued that “me sentía incomoda en la clase ya no sentía feeling con los
otros compañeros” (I felt uncomfortable in class and I did not feel empathy toward my other
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classmates). All these accounts portray a moment in the participants’ schooling in which they did
not have the will to study. They did not want to be in school, and they were not having a good
time with their classmates.
These negative feelings toward school made the participants procrastinate until they
realized that returning to school was useful, meaningful, and/or necessary. “Iba diciendo “el otro
año, el otro año” y así lo fui postergando. Lo vas dejando” (I was saying “the following year, the
following year” and I kept on postponing school). One immediate consequence of this
procrastination is how participants perceived the process of going back to school and their
abilities. A fourth-year female participant felt that “a medida que pasaba el tiempo era más difícil
y se hacía difícil el arranque” (As time went by it was more and more difficult to start). She also
alluded to the change in her perceptions toward her abilities. She recalls that “me había olvidado
de hacer cosas” (I had forgotten to do things). This perceived lack of ability affected her
performance, leading her to lose interest (“perdí el interés de hacerlo”) and perform low in some
subjects (“me empecé a quedar con materias”). She said that due to this progressive loss of
interest and low performance, she gradually started dropping out of school: “por un tema de
faltas y empecé a dejar nomas” (because of absences, I started to drop out of school). This apathy
toward education in general and school in particular can be associated with the lack of value
students had toward education and school. This aspect is analyzed in the following section.

Lack of Value

Some participants, 30%, did not assign value to school. Part of this could be due to the
fact they assigned value to other things such as friendship or having a significant other. In other
cases, the lack of value could be due to the importance they gave to having a job or when they
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did not see an immediate impact of what they were studying on their lives. The context of the
participants contributed to this lack of value since their families or the people surrounding them
may not have given value to education.
Regarding the influence of the family on their lack of value, a first-year female
participant believed her family had a lot to do with her decision of stopping out of school for
twenty years. She said that “ninguno estudio o sea ellos fueron criados afuera en el campo, se
independizaron, cada uno hizo su vida y se dedicaron a trabajar” (No one in my family studied, I
mean, they were raised in the countryside. They became economically independent, they lived
their own lives and they devoted their time to work). In this particular case, the participant’s
family did not see the value in studying because they had been successful with their business. An
interesting aspect was that more modern generations kept the tradition of working, but they
studied as well. “Mis primos varones todos estudiaron” (All my male cousins studied). But there
was still a problem with gender, since only her male cousins were sent to school. The
participants’ parents probably saw the need for education in a constantly changing world in
addition to the fact that secondary school education in Uruguay is mandatory by law. Yet, the
law includes children, regardless their gender. For this reason this category of reasons had to do
more with a family’s decision than something related to the law.
This lack of value has been the consequence of the delayed gratification that school can
provide. A first-year male participant alluded to his inability to foresee the benefits for his future:
“No pensaba que el estudio iba a influenciar mi futuro” (I never thought that school would
influence my future). This lack of value, together with the fact that parents only send their
children to school because it is compulsory, made participants wonder why they attended school.
A fourth-year male participant recalled that “me daba cuenta que estaba mal, que estaba mal lo
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que estaba haciendo, no prestaba atención, creo que iba a pasear al liceo” (I realized I was
wrong, what I was doing was wrong, I did not pay attention at all, and I went to secondary school
just to tour it around). In his account, he realized that he was acting wrong when he did not pay
attention at school. He was not giving value to school and education; he saw school as a social
place to interact with peers. For this reason he said that he went “a pasear” which implies having
fun and socializing.
In the previous example going to school had a more social connotation and the participant
believed he went to school just to socialize with his classmates and teachers. This socialization
produced some serious relationships. A fourth-year female participant remembered the time she
was attending school and started a relationship with a boy who became her boyfriend. “Cuando
tuve novio es como que había empezado a salir y al estudio no le daba importancia” (When I got
a boyfriend and I started dating I did not give any importance to school). This behavior could
also be considered as part of “acting as an adolescent,” analyzed above, and it also overlaps with
having bad companions which will be analyzed later in this chapter; however, the participant
explicitly said that she lost interest and did not see the value of attending secondary school
education as a consequence of having a boyfriend.

Personal Decision

Thirty percent of the participants mentioned personal decision, and although this code
overlaps a great deal with the code, lack of value, there are some subtle differences between
them. The main difference is that lack of value is more of an inner thought process and personal
decisions refers to actual actions/behaviors. Even though any action of the participant could be
seen as a personal decision, within this particular category, participants deciding to stop out had
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a common thread. They had at least two options; they did not choose to study, so they chose the
other option. However, the participants seemed to be clear that at that moment they decided to
opt for what they finally decided. It was not something they were pushed to choose or that they
did not have any other option. It is clear that they all had choices. For example, a fourth-year
male participant had the option to choose between attending school and practicing sports. He
said, “siempre tenía la idea de hacer el nocturno o la UTU de noche pero como jugaba al futbol
no podía porque esa era la hora de práctica” (I always had the idea of attending adult secondary
school at night or vocational school but since I used to play soccer I could not do it because I had
soccer practice at that time). In his case, the options were pretty obvious because there is a
collision of times. He admitted that he was interested in attending school and studying, but due to
time issues, he could not do it. In addition, he also had to make the decision of attending a
traditional secondary school program or vocational school, in which he could get a degree in
technical professions such as mechanic, cook, electrician or even hairdressers.
Two other fourth-year male participants had to choose whether to stay in Salto or move to
Montevideo. In both cases, they decided to move to Montevideo because it was where they could
find better opportunities and pursue the profession they wanted. The first participant suggested
that “decidí dejar todo para irme a vivir en Montevideo” (I decided to leave everything and move
to Montevideo). It seemed like he did not have choice but to leave everything. The other fourthyear male participant moved to Montevideo at a very early age because his personal decision
consisted of enrolling in the army. “A los 17 me fui para Montevideo que fue cuando ingrese al
cuartel” (At the age of 17 I went to Montevideo when I enrolled in the army).
A first-year female participant could actually recall that when she was about to drop out
of school, there were three paths she could follow. The first one was “seguir estudiando” (to
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continue studying), the second path was to play hooky (“hacerme la rabona”), or the third path
was to start dating boys (“hacerme de un novio”). She chose the second choice, to stop out of
school, and she started attending one lesson and skipping another lesson. This was the path she
chose at that time. Another first-year male participant went through the same situation, but he
added, “abandoné y opté trabajar. Quería trabajar para tener mi plata” (I chose to work. I wanted
to work in order to have my own money).
In all of these cases, the participants seemed to show that stopping out or dropping out of
school was a personal decision, but their personal decision was based on other circumstances that
led to the individual’s decisions. In the following sub-section, a change in the participants’
mindsets will be analyzed since the participants acknowledged that they had a different
perspective in their view of school.

Lack of Fit in the Educational System

Even though few participants, less than 20%, mentioned this as a reason to stop out or
drop out of school, this reason focuses on the lack of fit of the participant in the educational
system. In some cases, the perspective they had about life could not fulfill what they wanted
from education. This is the case of a first-year male participant who chose carpentry as one of the
elective subjects in secondary school. Since there was not a teacher for that subject, the school
counselor suggested that he should change to vocational school, something completely different
from traditional education. He went to vocational school as suggested, but he dropped out,
clueless about what to do. The conclusion he drew was that “me sacaron del liceo por esto pero
yo quiero volver al liceo” (I dropped traditional secondary school for this, but I want to go back

95
to traditional school). This lack of fit in vocational school made him feel the need to return to
adult secondary school programs that represented a more traditional perspective of education.
Another interesting account is from a fourth-year female participant. She described in
detail how her entire family was almost illiterate because they did not assign value to education.
They did not need education to succeed in life and to fulfill their personal expectations. They had
devoted their lives to working on the farm, which had been their world. However, the participant
recalled how she was sent to school when she was a child and how there was a moment in her
adolescence in which she wanted to quit. Her father did not encourage her to continue since he
had not studied himself, but now this participant has returned to school as a try-out (Cummings,
2007). Her perspective of school has changed, and she now seems very confident about the value
education has and how she should perform at school. In her words: “ahora arranque y espero
seguir y hasta que no termine no pienso parar” (Now I came back and I hope to continue. Until I
finish I will not stop).
These two accounts represent the voices of participants who had a different view of
education. It seems like it was not until they had a clear objective or view of what they wanted
that they did assign value to education. According to their accounts, maturity played an
important role in the change of mindset, but this change was also affected by their life
experiences and social interactions. Education became a vehicle to reach other social objectives,
and it was seen as a means to achieve that.

Fear

The idea of fear is another cause that participants explicitly or implicitly mentioned; 15%
of participants mentioned it explicitly. Those participants who explicitly mention the fear they
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had about going back to school sometimes did not mention a reason for being fearful. Contrarily,
those participants who did not make explicit allusion to their fear talked about situations that
prevented them from acting. For example, a first-year female participant recounted how the
problems of bullying she went through did not help her continue, so she stopped out school.
“Cuando entre al liceo había unos problemas, viste cuando hay problemas con otras chicas”
(When I started school there were problems in the class, there were problems with other girls).
She was fearful because she did not find any support to stop the situation and she decided to quit.
“Sufri bullying y bueno es me desmotivo y me llevo a dejarlo porque no encontré a nadie con
quien poder ir y decirle lo que estaba pasando” (I was bullied and that demotivated me and led
me to drop out of school because I did not find anyone to talk or support me with what was
happening to me) This bullying led her to shut down from society and remain secluded at home.
“Después pase mucho tiempo encerrada en mi casa por un tema y después me di cuenta de que si
seguía así no iba a llegar a nada en mi vida y ahí fue que decidí que iba a empezar a estudiar”
(Then I spent a lot of time secluded at home and then I realized that if I continued like this I
would not reach any of my objectives so I decided to study). In her account it is clear that even
though there might have been some psychological or affective problems, there was fear affecting
her interest and willingness to study and that led them to quit.
Another participant made implicit reference to his fear of not being capable. This fourthyear participant talked about how time was discouraging him from starting again and/or going
back to school. “Sentí que a medida que pasaba el tiempo era más difícil y se hacía difícil el
arranque” (I felt that as time went by it was more difficult and it was difficult to start again). He
wanted to continue school but he felt that he was losing his ability to learn. This feeling of losing
interest as time goes by is part of the fear adults have about going back and not feeling capable.
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He mentioned that it was difficult to go back, which is related to his fears. Those fears affected
his decision to stay in school as well as his decision to return.

Lack of Resources

This second set of reasons to drop out refers to the lack of various kinds of resources,
including lack of transportation, economic problems, and work responsibilities. In addition to
this, some people lack personal resources such as encouragement or have family responsibilities
or other external factors that affect their motivation and persistence. These reasons also imply the
inability these participants had to find other ways of achieving their goals. In the following
paragraphs these reasons are analyzed in depth.

Distance and Lack of Transportation

Fifteen percent of participants mentioned distance and/or lack of transportation as a
reason to stop out and they referred to the great effort they had to make to attend school. A
fourth-year male participant was working in a different province at the time he attended school
and had to travel every day to work. He said, “Yo deje el liceo por tema más de viaje porque yo
tenía que viajar a otro departamento” (I quit school because of traveling. I had to travel to a
different province). In Uruguay, traveling from one province to another one, especially the one
he mentions, takes about one and a half hours each way. He had to work to support himself and
part of his family, while studying was contingent and a means to a possible future betterment of
his situation. Therefore, quitting school was not actually an option, it was the way to continue
supporting himself economically.
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Another participant, a first-year male participant, recalls living in a cane-harvesting farm
far away from the nearest rural school. When he described his days at school, he mentioned that
he was commonly absent because of “enfermedad” (illnesses or sickness) or because “la escuela
estaba a mucha distancia” (school was far away). When asked how far school was from home, he
answered, “como 15 kilómetros por ahí” (about 15 kilometers – about 9.3 miles). This is not bad
for an urban school with transportation. In his case, he had to ride a horse, ride a bike or walk to
school. This is an effort in good weather conditions, but it might have been worsened on rainy
days or cold winter days.
Along with these ideas, a fourth-year female participant talked about how difficult it was
for her to attend school. She had to help with the housekeeping, take care of her smaller brother
and attend school on top of that. She had to get up at five o’clock in the morning because of the
distance between her house and the school. She reminisced about being really tired at the end of
the day and said, “Tenía que levantarme a las 5 de la mañana para ir al liceo más o menos” (I had
to get up at about 5 o’clock in the morning to go to school). Getting up so early and being so
tired at the end of the day led her to stop out of education.

Economic Problems

In this sub-section, 30% of participants talked about the lack of money and how they had
to opt to work instead of studying due to economic reasons. In some cases, it did not seem to be
an option but was something necessary since they were the bread-winners in the family or they
had to fulfill some of their personal needs. The economic crisis the family went through at a
particular moment of the participants’ lives was what most influenced their decision to drop out
of school.
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In some cases, the family could not fulfill the participants’ basic economic needs. A firstyear male participant cast his mind back to the time he dropped out. At that time, his mother and
brother could not give him what he needed. “Entonces necesitaba cosas y me puse a trabajar, por
eso creo que las razones por las que deje” (So I needed things and I started to work. I think this is
the reason why I dropped out). Another first-year male participant shared a similar memory
about the time he quit school. He said, “Porque no teníamos lo suficiente para estudiar así.
Entonces decidí que iba a trabajar” (Because we did not have enough material things for me to
study I decided to work). At first glance, the participant’s actual words may tell the reader that he
did not have money to study. However, education is free in Uruguay, so he is clearly referring to
the fact that his family did not have enough money to meet the basic needs of its members. This
economic lack of resources led him to working instead of studying.
Economic problems are a very explicit reason to leave school. In his account, this fourthyear male participant thought in retrospect and affirmed that
En ese momento la situación económica me llevo a que terminara dejando y
terminara yéndome de Salto. Yo estaba sin laburar y vos cuando estas sin laburar y estas
prácticamente que de arriba por llamarlo de una manera y vez que se complica para
comer y para otras cosas. Después volver y retomar es lo difícil porque como que vos
decís “Empiezo?” y te quedas ahí y llega el momento de inscribirse y decís “no, capaz
que no voy nada” (At that moment the economic situation led me to leave school and I
left Salto. I was unemployed and when you are not working and somebody else is
supporting you economically, when it is hard to get the money for food and other things,
it is hard to focus on school. Then, it is difficult to come back because you enroll in
school and you say “I do not go” because you prefer to work).
In his account, this student does not lose track of the fact that economic problems and the
lack of money led him to set working as his priority.
Economic problems may not be as severe as in the previous examples, but they may still
deeply affect people’s lives. This is the case of a fourth-year female participant. She attended
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Catholic private education during her elementary school years. Private schools in Uruguay are
fee-based, which denotes a certain economic standard. She did not mention the reason why there
were economic problems at home, but she did mention that those problems made her parents
send her to a public middle school. “Yo fui toda mi infancia a un colegio católico, cuando pase al
liceo ya no se me pudo sustentar el liceo entonces se me paso para la un liceo público lo cual
para mí fue todo un cambio” (I went to a Catholic private school during my childhood. When it
was time to start middle school my parents could not pay the Catholic school anymore and I was
sent to a public middle school. This was a complete change for me.). This participant mentioned
how she built relationships with different people from various backgrounds and how she started
experiencing drugs. She linked all these economic challenges to what she suffered in her life
when she changed schools.

Working Responsibilities

The economic problems mentioned above led 30% of students in this sample to drop out
of education. There were some participants who decided to work. Consequently, there were not
the economic responsibilities the ones that made them drop out but instead, their work
responsibilities the ones responsible for that. Here, the participants expressed how there was a
time in which they had to work and because of that they could not attend school. A first-year
female participant admitted that “desde los 15 a los 30 y algo me dedique a trabajar” (from the
age of 15 to the age of 30 I devoted my life to working). She worked in the family business.
Neither she nor her family had economic problems but they believed more in working than in
studying. “La meta que ellos tenían siempre era la meta de trabajar. Y ta eso fue lo que más
influyó. No podía estudiar, pero si dedicarme al trabajo” (The aim they always had was to work.
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And that influenced me a lot. I could not study but I could work). In this case, working was not
only a goal but a lifestyle for this participant’s family. Therefore, the participant took her job as a
responsibility, not just a personal one but a familial one.
Another participant, a fourth-year female, alluded to her work responsibilities as
necessary to fulfill her role as parent, but preventing her from studying. Talking about her
daughter she said, “cuando ella tenía menos de un año empecé a trabajar y estaba trabajando en
una pizzería” (When she was less than a year of age I started working at a pizza restaurant).
While studying was always in her mind, a set of reasons prevented her from attending school.
One reason she explicitly gave was that “como trabajaba en una pizzería no podía porque tenía
que ir de noche al liceo y era el momento más fuerte del trabajo” (I was working at a pizza
restaurant. I could not attend the night school because the night shift at the pizza restaurant was
when you earned more money). With a quite different goal in mind, a fourth-year male
participant said that “pasaron los años y tuve que salir a trabajar, tenía que trabajar para mantener
la joda” (Years went by and I had to work. I had to work in order to have money for partying).
Sometimes working also implied autonomy, autonomy to do what you want, to buy what you
want and not to depend on somebody else to make your decisions. This was the main goal of a
fourth-year participant who “quería trabajar para tener mi plata, para manejarme yo con lo mío y
elegí trabajar” (I wanted to work to have my own money, to do what I wanted and I decided to
work).
Aligned with these ideas, a fourth-year female participant had the responsibility of
working with her father. There was a moment in which the working responsibilities were so
many that he had to drop out of school and just work. “Bueno yo hice primero hasta tercero y yo
después dejé el liceo y trabajé con mi padre que es chacrero. Y bueno y ahí me puse a trabajar
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con mi padre. Y bueno después trabajé con él, fueron como 6 años creo que trabajé con él” (I
attended all middle school and dropped out of school. I started working with my father who is a
farmer. I worked with him for about six years). Living in the countryside with her family, it was
part of her duties to work and not attend school.

Family Responsibilities

Fifty percent of participants were the bread-winners or the heads of the family. They took
care of family members and noted that their attention was essential for some people. Fourth-year
participants were the ones who most often mentioned this as the reasons to stop out education.
Among the female participants, the most common reason to drop out of school was pregnancy. A
first-year female participant remembered that “terminé la escuela y empecé primer año de liceo
hasta que quede embarazada de mi niño” (I finished school and started first-year until I got
pregnant and quit). A fourth-year female participant gave the same reason for her decision to
stop attending school. “Después volví a quedar embarazada y porque tenía el nene muy chico no
podía empezar el liceo porque no contaba con alguien para poder dejarlo” (I got pregnant again
and my other son was too small. I could not attend school because I did not have a person who
could take care of him).
Another fourth-year female participant gave a more detailed description of what it was
like when she got pregnant. Getting pregnant was the last variable influencing her decision of
stopping out. She listed all the variables affecting her motivation and discouragement. She said
that she “mudé de barrio” (moved into another neighborhood) and everything, such as friends,
school and house, changed. “Ya no quería estudiar, tenía que cuidar a mis hermanos, después
quede embarazada y deje de estudiar” (I did not want to study anymore. I had to take care of my
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siblings. Then, I got pregnant and quit). This is an example of how family responsibilities such
as taking care of the household, taking care of her siblings, or becoming a parent determined
these women’s decision of staying at home taking care of their family instead of attending
school.
This type of situation sometimes originated during the participants’ parents’ divorce. This
change in the family dynamics made its members reorganize what they did and what they could
and could not do. A fourth-year female participant recalled her parents’ divorce in that after
“papá se fue y mama tenía que cuidarnos a nosotros y ta, yo tenía que cuidar a mi hermano que
era más chico que yo” (dad left home, and mom had to take care of us and I had to take care of
my younger brother). This change in roles, from sibling to parent, impacted her motivation and
persistence. Another example of this was given by a fourth-year male student who said that “yo
hacia el papel de padre y hermano y todo el tiempo preocupándome por uno y por otro y
dejándome en tercer o en cuarto lugar” (I assumed the role of a father and sibling and I was all
the time worried about one relative or another. I put myself in third or fourth place).

Lack of Encouragement

For roughly 40% of the participants motivation lies not only on what they want but also
on what others tell him and how they help them achieve those goals. This is the case of
encouragement. Some people need encouragement to do things. This encouragement may have
one or multiple sources. Most of the participants mentioned encouragement, or its lack, as
something important in the development of persistence and motivation. In some cases, this
encouragement came from the family, the mother especially, and in other cases this
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encouragement came from teachers or the institution. Examples of the absence of encouragement
within these contexts will be analyzed in this sub-section.
Most the participants attributed their decision to drop out of school to the lack of
encouragement from their families. This lack of encouragement was usually associated with
other factors. For example, a first-year female student linked this lack of encouragement from the
family to their idea the participant was incapable of doing things. “Mi familia pensaba que no me
daba la capacidad para seguir estudiando” (My family thought I was not capable enough to keep
on studying), she stated.
“Sentía, todavía siento la necesidad de terminar el liceo, pero como que a su vez a veces
no tenía apoyo, a veces sí y a veces no de mis padres y de mi familia” (I felt, and I still feel the
need to finish school. However, I do not feel the support from my parents and family
sometimes). It seems clear that for this first-year female participant support from her family was
very important to stay in school. This idea was reaffirmed by what she mentioned when referring
to her current reality. She decided to go back to education and enrolled in an adult education
program. When she talked about her present, she alluded to her mom “ahora sí, hablando con mi
madre es la única que me apoya.” Her mom was the family member who supported her in her
decision to go back to classes and finish secondary school.
A fourth-year male participant thought of how his mother never warned him about the
consequences of dropping out of school. “Mi madre nunca me lo exigió, nunca me dijo “terminá
el liceo porque no vas a tener mucho futuro si no tenés el liceo completo.” Ella como que lo dejó
nomas y fue eso.” (My mother never demanded me to finish school. She never told me “finish
school if not you will have little chances in the future”. She just let me do what I wanted).
Another fourth-year male participant went through a similar experience. He was not attending
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school and he decided to drop out of school to go to parties and to spend more time with friends.
His family’s reaction was to let him make mistakes and he would eventually learn from those
mistakes but he was never encouraged explicitly. “Bueno, ta, que se golpee solo que tarde o
temprano se va a dar cuenta” (Well, leave him alone. Sooner or later he will realize what he has
done).
Apart from the lack of encouragement from their families, some participants mentioned
the lack of encouragement on the side of the teachers. A first-year male student who dropped out
of school four times in his first year provided a good example of this. He said, “Veía que nunca
iba a pasar porque si siempre tenía las mismas notas y yo hacia los trabajos, algunas veces los
profesores no veían eso mío. Yo ponía empeño en la clase y todo, pero a ellos les daba lo
mismo” (I realized I would never be in second grade because I always had the same grades. I did
all the tasks and sometimes the teachers did not appreciate it. I made a big effort but they did not
care). This case clearly shows how teachers and their explicit and implicit messages caused this
student to quit school because he perceived his work was not being appreciated.

Relationships and Emotional Conflicts

In this third section, the participants referred to various motives that led them to stop out
from school. These motives are rooted in their interaction with others, how those interactions
affected their idea of staying in school and in some cases the emotional conflicts they derived
from interactions with others. There are two main causes to stop out. The first one was the
influence of bad companions. When they described why they dropped out of school, they
referred to a particular moment of their lives and the people they were interacting with. The other
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cause to stop out education was the participants’ family problems and how those problems
influenced their decision to quit school.

Bad Companions

This category was based on what 37% of participants defined in their accounts as
relationships with individuals they named as “bad companions.” The adjective “bad” refers to the
alleged negative influence they had on the participants’ behavior, which influenced their lack of
persistence to stay in school. The relationship with these people could be of various kinds: they
could have been their significant other, a friend, a classmate, etc. All participants agreed that
there was something in the relationship that was not good for them. Drug consumption, partying
together, and love relationships among others are some of the examples participants gave and
will be explained further.
A first-year female participant said, “Lo que pasa es que agarre novio y mi madre no me
dejaba y no iba a clases” (I started dating my boyfriend and my mother did not allow me. So I
did not go to classes). In this particular case, the significant other was not a “bad companion” for
the participant but was a “bad” companion according to her mother’s opinion. This participant
saw class time as the only time she could see her boyfriend without the scrutiny of her mother.
Having a boyfriend was of more value than attending school to learn, so she chose to stay with
her boyfriend instead of going to school. A fourth-year male student shared a similar situation in
which he did not attend classes to stay with some classmates who were “bad” companions. He
said that
A esa edad me juntaba con gurises que se quedaban afuera, que no entrábamos a los
escritos…Entonces yo me fui juntando con esas personas y no entrábamos a los escritos y
cuando entrábamos teníamos observaciones de la adscripta o teníamos muchas faltas. (At
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that age I used to hang out with guys who stayed outside school. We did not attend
lessons, we did not do the tests and when we attended lessons the teachers scolded us. We
failed the course due to the number of absences we had.)
In the above account, the participant clearly showed a type of behavior that implied
identification with the rest of the group. He did not mention what they did while they were
outside, but it seemed like the social factor of just staying, chatting and being with peers was
enough to stay rather than attend to lessons. At that time, these participants did not see those
companions as “bad”; they currently saw them as bad when they thought retrospectively.
Other students alluded to companions they had outside school. A fourth-year female
participant went in depth in her description of the type of relation she had with these
companions. “Me junte con gurises que no tenía que juntarme porque me llevaban a otro lado,
empecé a fumar, a tomar droga, a hacer la mía” (I hung out with friends that I should not be with.
They took me to other places. I started smoking, taking drugs and minding my own business). In
her account the participant mentioned things like taking drugs that affected her life for a long
time and changed her perspective toward her feelings, her family, and herself. In reference to that
she said, “no me importaba más nadie, no me importaba ni mi madre, ni nadie” (I did not care
about anyone anymore. I did not care about my mother; I did not care about anyone).
Along with these ideas, a fourth-year male student recalled how he stopped out of school
several times because of “bad” companions. In his account he mentioned how he attended
fourth-year classes during three consecutive years, and every year he quit school after Easter
holidays. In Uruguay, Easter holidays (first or second week of April) take place less than a
month after the school year starts (second week of March). He remembered how “eran todas
fiestas seguidas y había todas las semanas baile y esta mis amigos y la junta me fue haciendo que
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dejara de lado el estudio” (There were parties one after the other and we went dancing every
week. My friends and companions led me to gradually quit school).
In all the above cases, the concept of “bad” companion seems to share some
characteristics. They were students who did not assign a high value to education, or at least,
valued social and fraternal activities as more important than the academic ones. There was a kind
of identification with the group of people with whom they interacted. If the people in the group
did not attend classes, they did not attend classes. If the people in the group took drugs, they took
drugs. It is also part of their identity formation and the development of certain feelings such as
love and friendship.

Catastrophic Events

Ten percent of participants alluded to reasons that beyond their control that caused them
to drop out of education. One clear example is the one a fourth-year male participant gave. He
defined himself as a responsible student who was attending lessons normally during the week,
but he was partying a lot at the weekends. “Arranque el nocturno y terminando el nocturno fue
que se me complicó por un tema de un accidente.” He was attending an adult education program
at the night school when he had a very serious accident. In his detailed account of how this
accident influenced the fact of stopping out school, he menioned that he was in the Intensive
Care Unit (ICU) for eight months until he slowly started to recover. He did not remember much
about the time he had been at the ICU. When he started his recovery, he had to undergo several
operations and could not go to school. Even though he wanted to study, it was impossible for
him to attend lessons and he had to stop out attending school for about four years.
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Even though it has been mentioned before how complex the process of dropping out of
school was, some participants clearly identified catastrophic events within their families as the
main cause for doing that. A first-year female participant now realized that the main problem
could have been psychological, but she had always believed she dropped out because both of her
parents were in prison. She was not obliged to go to school because she was living with relatives.
“Mi padre y mi madre estaban presos entonces no tenía a nadie” (My father and mother were in
prison, so I had nobody to take care of me). She felt unprotected, but at the same time she felt
she had no one to tell her what to do at such an early age. She was 11.
A first-year female student commented on how at that time “salía, había fiestas, que esto,
que lo otro y ya no me interesaba el studio” (She went out, partied, she had fun and she was not
interested in studying anymore). This was a difficult time to attend school, but she was still doing
it. However, she cited an event that changed her life forever: “quede embarazada a temprana
edad, a los 17 quede embarazada de mi primer hijo y ta, menos que seguí” (I got pregnant at a
very early age. At the age of 17 I got pregnant of my first son and I was even less motivated to
continue). Being pregnant usually suggests lack of support from family. This is a real problem
since these women had to transition from adolescence to adulthood in a short period of time.
Education did not offer an immediate solution for them and they decided to quit.
Several family problems derive from the segregation of the family, especially after the
participants’ parents’ divorce. When a fourth-year male student was asked about why he quit
school he said, “el divorcio de mis padres. Fue en lo que más me enfoque. Me puse rebelde, me
puse rebelde con el divorcio de mis padres (My parents’ divorce. I really focused on that. I
became rebellious with my parents’ divorce). Another fourth-year male student agreed with this
idea and added that “no queres ver a tu padre con otra mujer que no sea tu madre” (You do not
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want to see your father with another woman, a woman that is not your mother). The participants
were mindful of the fact that at that moment they were only focused on this family issue and
forgot about school.
The divorce of parents usually produced changes and took some time for the children to
accommodate and see what would happen to them. A fourth-year male participant thought back
to the time his parents divorced. He admitted that at that time nobody really took note of what he
was doing and he took advantage of the situation. He was at school, but he was not studying, his
grades were very low, and he would repeat the courses. Until one day when his father told him
“si no queres estudiar vas a trabajar” (if you do not want to study, you will work). He stopped
out school basically because he was unable to cope with the situation and the lack of control
from his parents. He worked for 10 years until he started school again because he was convinced
he wanted to finish and become a computer engineer.
When parents divorce, everyone in the family must accommodate themselves to the new
situation and to changes in the way parents take care of children as well. A fourth-year female
participant exemplified this situation in her account. She argued that “mi madre se consiguió otra
pareja en ese tiempito antes y a nosotros y principalmente a mí que soy la mayor me dejo un
poco de lado, mi hermano pasaba enfermo” (my mother found another partner just before she got
divorced and we, especially me since I am the oldest, were left aside. My brother was sick all the
time). This older sister took on the role of her mother and took care of her little brother. This
showed how her parents’ divorce affected the dynamics, relationships, and roles within the
family.
Parental divorce appeared to be a very hard moment for most of the participants, but there
were still some extreme family situations that participants mentioned. Two of those extreme
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situations will be shared in here. The first one was the determinant for a first-year female
participant and had to do with her father’s bad health. She said her attendance at school was
very intermittent and her mother pushed her to go to school until one day when she said ,“No
voy más y no fui más” (I do not go anymore and I quit). But then “mi padre estaba en CTI” (my
father was in the ICU) and he died. She did not want to go to school anymore, and she started
taking drugs and being really violent, so she left home.
The other extreme situation cited by a participant implied a complex situation she went
through. After her parents’ divorce, she had to move from Montevideo to Salto at the age of 12.
This was the age in which she started middle school. She recalled how traumatic it was to move
and leave her friends, her places and all she loved to go to an unknown place. She was living at
her grandmother’s house, and one day “me violo mi tío” (my uncle raped me). Nobody believed
her, including her mother, and this changed her life forever. “Eso jugo totalmente en contra mío,
me drogue e hice cualquier cosa con mi vida” (That was totally against me because I started to
take drugs and I did many bad things with my life). As it can be seen, this last account presented
a very complex situation that went far beyond an ordinary family problem, but it was the way it
was treated within the family that seemed to have affected the participant more.
Something that was common to all these factors affecting their experience is how this
moment or situation prevented the students from staying in school. In addition to this, these
factors made students experience frustration. From the participants’ account these two variables,
a negative moment and experiencing frustration, were paramount to stopping out and/or quitting.
Some students thought of frustration as the natural consequence of living a negative educational
situation, whereas other students thought of experiencing a negative moment or situation due to
the frustration they faced. Just for organizational purposes the two following sub-sections will
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focus on experiencing frustration and the key negative moment or situation participants went
through without any specific order or hierarchy.

Experiencing Frustration

The idea of frustration was present in all the participants, either in an explicit or an
implicit way. They all went through difficult moments or negative experiences that negatively
affected their academic experiences. The sense of frustration was then a common feeling among
them, and they were conscious about this frustration and how it affected their academic and
personal lives. From their accounts, it could be inferred that frustration came from the inability
these people had to fulfil social expectations. One first-year male participant, when asked about
his academic goals, stated that he wanted to finish secondary school. He sounded a little hesitant,
so when asked why, he explicitly mentioned frustration. “La frustración, porque no sé cómo me
vaya…” (frustration because I do not know how I would have performed). He knew that the
educational system and society in general had high expectations about his performance at school
and was fearful about not being able to achieve that. This same participant shared his frustration
about his teachers and how they did not praise his efforts and perseverance to do better at school.
“a ellos les daba lo mismo” (they did not care). After experiencing a negative academic
experience, the emotional component was vital to reverse this negative situation. If the student
experienced frustration again as an adult, he was very likely to drop out of school (Knowles,
1980).
Frustration could also be linked to the inability to face challenges and problems. A firstyear female participant called to mind all the problems she had had that led her to drop out of
school. Thinking retrospectively, she believed that her attitude at that time was to “bajar los
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brazos” (give up), implying that she did not address or face problems. That made her lose time
she could have used for something else, meaning to continue school, but she did not do it (“perdí
tiempo que lo podría haber utilizado en otra cosa y no lo hice”). The present attitude toward her
problems was to face them to avoid frustration.
This idea of frustration, including the inability to fit or fulfil a social mandate and face
challenges or problems, was enriched by the inability to control their impulses and to act
irrationally. A first-year female participant recounted that during her traditional secondary school
time she had a teacher who bullied and diminished her by being very hostile toward her
boyfriend and her. “En el liceo diurno me judiaron” (In traditional education they mistreated
me). She was quick-tempered and had several problems at school for that. This frustrated her
because “yo era chica y para mí era la edad y también las cosas que estaba viviendo también” (I
was too young and for me it was a matter of age and the things I was living). She could not cope
with the issues going on at school and in her personal life, and she decided to quit school.
Our own mindset and perception of our abilities also affect how frustrated we can be
(Dweck, 2006). Grading has traditionally been a way of labelling the students and determining
teachers’ perceptions of students’ abilities. When the perception is that students’ ability is fixed
and there is no possibility for improvement, students may feel frustrated, especially when their
performance is low compared to the teacher’s expectations (Dweck, 2006). This is what a fourthyear male participant noticed. “Veía que nunca iba a pasar porque tenía las mismas notas” (I
knew I was not going to pass because I always had the same grades). So no matter what the
result at the end of the year would be, the participant already had the perception he would not be
able to pass. This same grade did not indicate any progress in terms of the learning process or the
development of his skills and abilities.
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On some occasions, frustration was rooted in a personal problem that distracted the
participants from achievement of their academic objectives. This was what a fourth-year
participant addressed in her account. She says that “capaz un problema en tu casa, vas a estudiar
y eso te perjudica como me paso a mí” (you may have a problem at home, you go to school and
the personal problem affects you). Frustration came from her inability to achieve the academic
objective, which was clouded by her personal problems. These negative moments were common
to all the participants, and they all recalled a specific negative moment that made them lose
motivation and quit school. Those moments are analyzed in the following section of this chapter.

Re-Entering Education and Overcoming Challenges

In this section, Research Question two is addressed: How do adult students in Uruguay
define the process of coming back to school? What were the challenges they faced when reentering education in an adult education program? How did they overcome those challenges?
These questions in research question number two were intended to understand the motivation
students had to return to school. After they dropped out of school and had a negative academic
experience, it became difficult to go back to school. Answers to these questions gave us clues
about how participants decided to re-enroll in school and how they overcame the barriers they
found in order to achieve this goal. The findings are summarized in Table 7.
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Table 7
Reasons for Re-Enrolling in Adult Secondary Education

Reasons for Re-enrolling in School
(in order of popularity)
•

Setting an objective

•

Being a model for my children

•

Following someone’s advice

•

Be somebody in life

All of the participants recalled that there was a moment, such as the birth of their first
child, or a situation, such as the lack of a job, that made them realize the need to return to
education. This idea of going back to secondary school was a means to the fulfillment of a longterm goal that was closely connected to the situation they mentioned. When they decided they
had found a purpose for going back to secondary school, the objective they set was what
assigned value to education as a means to the achievement of that objective. In the following
paragraphs of this section, this concept is broken into smaller pieces and analyzed in depth.
As noted, one common topic participants agreed on having was a wake-up call moment.
A first-year female participant said that returning to school was a challenge and everything
started one night when she was chatting with her group of friends. She said:
bueno, esa etapa fue todo un desafío con mis propios amigos. Un día estábamos
reunidos, estábamos todos juntos y empezaron a hablar entre ellos que muchos de
ellos estaban terminando materias, que algunos de ellos estaban terminando el liceo,
que alguno de ellos iba a estudiar enfermería. En concreto, todos ellos tenían un
objetivo para empezar. Y en el trayecto que teníamos ahí hablando es como que se me
prendió una lámpara y dije “Yo que hago? (That time was a challenge with my own
friends. One day, we were all together, chatting, and they started sharing that they had
finished secondary school; another friend was going to study to be a nurse. In fact, all
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of them had an objective. When we were talking I asked to myself what I was doing,
and that was a revealing moment).
A first-year male participant had the same influence from friends, who in a non-explicit
way helped them realize he should make a change in his life. “Es que yo veía a mis amigos que
se superaban, que tenían buenos empleos y eso y viste que el estudio es todo hoy en día. Y ahora
quiero al menos lograr terminar tercero de ciclo básico” (I saw my friends improving, having
better jobs, it’s like education is everything nowadays). He actually saw the value of education.
As he mentioned, due to their education, his friends had better jobs and a better life. This
situation made him have a different perspective toward education, and he decided to enroll in
secondary school again and finish middle school at least.
Another participant recalled that one night she went to bed, and when she was in bed, she
started thinking about school. She started questioning herself about this idea and why she wanted
to be at school again. She said that she wanted to start school: “para pasar a Segundo” (to pass
and start 2nd year), and she kept on asking herself “what for?”, “para terminar el liceo” (to finish
secondary school), and she was even asking herself “why?”, “para ser ingeniera” (to become an
engineer). In these two cases, and actually in all the cases, the participants realized that this
wake-up-call moment made them reflect on the role of education in their lives, and at the same
time, they set an objective—something they had never done before.

Finding a Reason to Re-Enroll in School

It is very interesting to note that in this study, all of the participants set an objective to
return to secondary school. This objective could be related to three different types of situations.
One of those situations was their role as parent because they wanted to be a role model for their
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children. Another objective was related to following someone’s advice. A third type of situation
the participants mentioned was that they wanted to be somebody in life (“ser alguien en la vida”)
and education was the means to achieving that. In the following paragraphs, the three reasons are
analyzed in depth.

Setting an Objective

This is a recurrent idea among participants with 80% of them alluding to it. In some
cases, it was explicitly stated. In other cases, it was implicitly stated or was exemplified. That is
the case of this first-year participant who argued that studying was the springboard to getting a
better job. He said that he returned to school “para tener un trabajo mejor porque sin estudios no
podes tener un trabajo mejor y para terminar el liceo” (to have a better job because without
studying this is impossible and I also want to finish secondary school).
A first-year female student recalled that when she came back to secondary school she was
really focused on school and did not want to feel distracted. For this reason, she decided to have
little contact with her classmates because she wanted to stay focused. She said, “cuando entre al
nocturno trate de no vincularme con nadie, quería enfocarme en el estudio” (when I started the
adult education program at night, I tried not to talk to anyone in class. I wanted to stay focused).
Later she realized that her classmates could be very helpful with the achievement of her
objective. She realized that “la relación que tenía con mis compañeros al pasar del tiempo fue
muy buena. Sentía que todos estábamos en la misma, que todos queríamos salir adelante,
queríamos estudiar, que no íbamos a perder el tiempo” (the relationship I had with my
classmates, as days went by, was really good. I felt we all were on the same page, we all wanted
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to move on, we wanted to study, and we did not want to miss the opportunity). Her classmates
also wanted to use education as a means to a better job and better working opportunities.
This participant realized how she was not the only one with an objective but instead that
it was a collective idea. However, the objective was not the only thing in common among them.
She empathized with her classmates’ prior negative experiences. She talked about “a past,”
meaning that all her classmates had gone through difficult situations. For example, some older
people had been unable to study but were all there in the same class at that moment. They all
wanted to focus on moving, “salir adelante,” as a way to set an objective to be in secondary
school.
One way of interpreting this idea of setting an objective and having a better job was
economic independence and autonomy. A first-year female participant, who was still dependent
on her parents, saw education as a means to having a good job and becoming independent. She
said, “Me motivo llegar a trabajar porque me parece que nuestros padres no van a estar para toda
la vida y quería tener un trabajo digno” (having a good job motivated me to study because my
parents will not live eternally, and I want to have a dignifying job). Her perspective of
independence seems to be determined by the fact that parents were not going to last forever more
than for her need of economic independence and personal autonomy. A married fourth-year
female participant stated that her objective was to be economically independent from her
husband. She wanted to have a good income, “quiero ganar bien,”to be independent from him,
“poder independizarme”, and not to depend on his money “no depender de la plata de mi
marido”. This second participant seemed to feel “oppressed” by the dependency from her
husband. She saw education as the gatekeeper to freedom and liberation.
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The participants concluded that having an objective in mind was very beneficial to
staying focused and motivated in school. When an objective, the participants felt they had a
direction and had a point they wanted to reach, making the process of achieving this objective
clearer. They did not have a distractor that could move them away from this path. A fourth-year
participant remembered that “el decir “a partir de acá apunto a eso” hizo que todo se me hiciera
más fácil” (saying “I depart from here and that is my target” made everything look easier for
him). It is easier because they already know what they want, the objective represented the
motivation to persist and move on.

Be a Model for My Children

Forty-eight percent of participants mentioned the birth of their children as a source of
strength and motivation. Many of them said that having a child caused them to get a better job or
become more educated. The academic objectives were part of those, and they wanted to go back
to secondary school and continue studying. However, the presence of a child, which impacted
their role as parents, reportedly affected their motivation positively. They started thinking in
terms of the role models they wanted to be and what they wanted their children to feel about
them as parents. This idea will be exemplified in the following examples.
This impact on the parental role had to do with the perception children have toward their
parents. A first-year female participant was fearful of being called ignorant by her child: “no
puede tener a una ignorante de madre” (she cannot have an ignorant as a mother). She wanted to
be able to help her child do homework and because she was concerned about her child bringing
homework she was unable to help him with (“me trajera tareas que yo no pueda ayudarlo”). In
sum, she wanted to fulfil her duties as parent, and to do that, learning and attending school was
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essential. A first-year male participant had a similar perspective. He was afraid of what his child
would say when the child realized his father did not finish his education. “Entonces le va a dar
vergüenza” (he will be ashamed of me). The fear these novice parents demonstrated in these two
situations acted as the motivation to go back to school and set an academic objective to pursue in
education.
For other participants, the opinion their children had was not as important as the impact
they could produce on them. One fourth-year female participant attributed a change in her life to
her children. She recalled that when she had her second child, she said to herself, “voy a darle
para adelante y que sea lo que Dios quiera” (I am going to move forward, and it will be what
God wants for me). Another fourth-year male participant wanted to share a message of
persistence with his children. He was working and studying and showing he could cope with
both things. He wanted his children “que vieran que se puede hacer, que se podía terminar y
trabajando” (to see that it can be done, finish school and work, both things at the same time).
Finally, another fourth-year female participant wanted her children to feel proud of her and of
how she struggled with secondary school but managed to finish. In her words, “por ellos, para el
día de mañana de que ellos se sientan orgullosos de que no me quede ahí, sino que pude salir
adelante, aunque me llevo más tiempo, pero lo pude hacer.” (for them, so in the future they feel
proud that I did not get stuck and could improve my life, that it took more time, but I could do
it).

Following Someone’s Advice

More than 30% of the participants indicated there was someone, such as a close relative,
who motivated them to go back to secondary school. This advising process took some time, but
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the participants “surrendered” to the piece of advice and went back to secondary school. Then
they found other sources of motivation to stay; however, the initial motivation came from others.
In most cases, this other person was someone in the family. “Mi madre me empezó a
hablar de que volviera” (my mom started telling me to come back). With this phrase, this fourthyear male participant started his account on how he returned to education. He referred to that
moment as a “pushing moment” in which his mom had insisted he should go back to secondary
school. He returned mostly based on her advice, but with no clear objective in mind. Another
fourth-year male participant said it was his girlfriend’s support and encouragement that led him
to go back to secondary school. He described his life as being very comfortable at home:
“llegaba y ella me insistía y yo recapacite” (When I got home, she insisted on me attending
school and I reconsidered it and went back to school). Then, a fourth-year female participant
declared that people make you go back to secondary school. “Tantas personas que te incentivan a
volver a clases. te dicen todo el tiempo “tenés que estudiar, tenés que estudiar, tenés que estudiar
porque no sé que.” She contended that so many people encouraged her to go back to school that I
was finally convinced about returning to school. She stated that people tell you that you must
study, you must study,” and you finally see the value of returning to school.
The three quotations presented in the previous paragraph had something in common. The
three participants clearly attributed the fact that they went back to school to a person’s advice. In
addition to this, the three of them did not see this encouragement as something negative or as
something they had to do. They saw it as part of the love those advisers had for them, and they
valued this advice due to this close relationship.
On a similar note, a first-year male student who was feeling lost found encouragement to
return to school from a coworker. This coworker had already been a student in the adult

122
secondary school education program at the night shift of the high school. “El comentario de una
alumna de que el liceo estaba bueno” (The comment of that female student was that the
secondary school was really cool). The participant added that when he went to the school for the
first time, he talked to the secretary of the school who had such a friendly face that he felt at
home. He concluded that the way he was treated motivated him, even though he did not know
much of what he wanted to do at that time. He described that moment with these words: “y
después pisar el liceo y que te atiendan así me hizo tener ganas de estudiar sin saber mucho que
quería hacer y era bastante traumático” (and then going to school and being treated so nicely
made me willing to study; even without knowing at that time what to do, and that was quite
traumatic).
In some cases, the participants recognized that they went back to secondary school
because of the people who told them they had to study. This was the example of a fourth-year
female participant who reminisced about people telling her to go back to school and study. “Te
dicen todo el tiempo “tenés que estudiar, tenés que estudiar, tenés que estudiar porque te va a
servir” (People tell you all the time “you have to study, you have to study, you have to study
because it will be useful for you”).
A first-year female student remembered how her grandmother made her promise she
would finish secondary school. The participant recounted the relationship she had with her
grandmother, how she lived with her grandmother, how special she was, and how she
represented a mother figure to her. The participant recalled how, as an adolescent, she was very
rebellious and abused substances, sex and violence. Her grandmother wanted her to stay away of
those issues and become a person of goodwill. For this reason, when her grandmother was on her
deathbed, she promised she was going finish secondary school. “Le prometí a mi abuela antes de

123
fallecer que yo iba a seguir estudiando.” (Before dying, I promised to my grandma that I was
going to keep on studying).

“Ser Alguien en la Vida”

This concept is a very complex one that has a social and cultural foundation. Initially, the
concept of “ser alguien en la vida” (be somebody in life) seemed to be very culturally-driven and
very characteristic of the Uruguayan society. This concept implies getting a good job, a tertiary
level degree and earning good money (Dreyfus, 2017). This idea of “ser alguien en la vida” (to
be somebody in life) appeared in all the participants’ accounts, and for this reason the concept
has been developed with ideas from the participants in the following paragraphs.
To be somebody in life had several dimensions for the participants in this study. From an
economic perspective, it involved having their own things such as their own vehicle, their own
house and their own money to do what they want (“quiero tener mis cosas”). From an
educational perspective it included keeping on studying (“querer seguir estudiando”), becoming
more ambitious (siento que quiero más, quería mejores notas, no me conformaba con lo que ya
tenía quería más- I feel I want more, I wanted better grades, I was not satisfied with what I
already had, I wanted more), and having their own university degree (“una carrera universitaria
terminada obviamente”). Because of all these ideas, the participants foresaw that studying would
improve their lives (“seguir superándome”) as well as help them earn a good salary as a
consequence of having a good job (“para tener un trabajo”).
For participants the connection between staying in school and being somebody in life was
bluntly stated. As an example, a first-year female participant when explicitly defining her
educational objective stated that it as “no dejar y ser alguien en la vida” (do not quit and become
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somebody in life). These ideas were also supported by a change in the participants’ attitude
toward education. A fourth-year female participant expressed that one new characteristic she had
was “querer, tengo la mejor actitud y quiero seguir hasta lograrlo” (Wanting it, I have the best
attitude and I want to continue until I achieve the objective I set).
This idea of becoming somebody in life can be instrumental to achieving another
objective or it can be an objective on its own. Being somebody in life as a means to achieving
other objectives is exemplified in this fourth-year participant’s account:
Estoy casi todo el tiempo pensando en mi hermano, sé que yo siendo nadie ¿qué le
voy a dar a mi hermano? Yo quiero que mi hermano no tenga una súper vida pero que
tenga algo entendés. (I am almost all the time thinking of my brother. I know that
being nobody, what am I going to offer him? I want my brother to have a good life
with no economic needs).
The fact that this participant wanted to be a role model for her brother affected her idea of
being somebody in life. She was also her brother’s caretaker, and as such, she believed that her
brother should not go through all the needs and problems she had in her life.
In the latter, when becoming somebody was an objective on its own, the participants
could actually see the value of studying. A fourth-year male participant provided an example of
this,
No sé, pero esta bueno superarse y seguir haciendo las cosas porque yo quiero llegar a
ser algo. Yo quiero llegar a ser algo. Esta bueno ponerse las pilas y saber que uno
puede hacer las cosas. (I don’t know but it is good to improve and keep on doing
things because I want to be somebody. I want to become somebody. It’s good to be
willing and know that one can do things).
His idea of becoming somebody in life entailed ideas motivational and psychological
perspectives. It also alluded to his self-efficacy and mindset when he referred to the fact that he
felt good about being able to do things. Feeling capable and more self-efficacious motivated this
participant to persist in the achievement of his educational goal and “become somebody in life.”
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Their negative perception about their abilities and self-efficacy could possibly be rooted
in the negative experiences participants had when attending traditional education. However, this
negative view could also be attributed to the opinions and ideas people surrounding them had
about the participants. As one of the first-year students remembered,
Entonces mi madre me decía “para que vas a estudiar si yo ya te di una oportunidad
de estudiar y vos metiste la pata” porque yo quede embarazada. Y yo le dije que yo
quería ser alguien, que yo quería estudiar para tener un trabajo mejor. (So my mother
told me “why are you going to study now if I already gave you the opportunity to
study and you did not take it-because I got pregnant of my first baby. I told her that I
wanted to become somebody in life in order to have a better job).
The idea of becoming somebody in life appears to be an important reference for
persistence. Except for two participants, the rest of them wanted to go back to school and finish
secondary school to become somebody in life and improve their current life and opportunities.
The way and the frequency with which participants mentioned becoming somebody in life made
it an important concept to consider while talking about adults and their persistence.

Motivation to Stay in School and the Development of Persistence

In this section, I address the third research question: How do adult students in Uruguay
describe their last school year? What drove them to keep focused and succeed? In answering the
interview questions regarding this Research Question 3, participants reflected on their most
recent year in school and what drove them to stay in school. All of them mentioned reasons to
stay in school, and all of them agreed that they acted and felt different being the person they are
today. Some of them could explain what happened to them, while others could not. Since all of
the participants finished the school year after having previous negative experiences at school,
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they were asked about their personal concept of success. Here is a compilation of their answers
that is summarized in Table 8 and explained in detail in the subsequent paragraphs.

Table 8
Stated Reasons for Persisting

Reasons for Persisting
•

Participants’ ideas of success

•

The belief that a stumble is not a fall

•

Have a clear objective in life

•

Finding support from classmates, teachers and family

•

Feeling capable

•

Being more mature

•

Being able to face problems and challenges

•

Developing a growth mindset

Participants’ Definition of Success

The participants were asked about their concept of success. While success was intended
as academic success and how they would define it, during the interviews several participants
asked for clarification about the question. Figure 3 shows the answers of the participants on x
axis and the number of participants presenting that answer on the y axis.
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Figure 3: Definition of success.

As seen in Figure 4, the participants’ definition of success can be grouped into two main
ideas: the idea of success as an expression of achieving an objective and the idea of success as a
synonym of finishing the school year. Just a small number of responses referred to particular
situations like disproving others’ negative predictions and doing what they were asked to do. In
the former, the participants expressed their feelings toward people who had a negative attitude
toward their re-enrollment in school. A first-year female participant wanted to contradict her
mother. She said “principalmente la de mi madre que me dijo que yo iba a venir dos días y que
iba a dejar” (mainly to my mom because she told me I was going to attend school for a couple of
days and I was going to drop out of school again). A fourth-year female participant also wanted
to contradict her mom. “A mi madre por ejemplo que cada vez que yo sacaba una buena nota, me
decía. ‘ah…sí estas estudiando’” (to my mom. For example, every time I got a good grade she
told me ironically “ah, you are studying”). In both cases, the participants could actually feel the
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lack of encouragement or trust from a loved one, in these cases their moms. These were
examples of self-determination and grit within a context that was not a positive one.
The other small group of results included the idea of compliance at school. The
participant here referred to everything she could be asked to do at school and how important for
her it was to do it. For her, success meant “poder cumplir con todo, poder cumplir, poder hacer lo
básico, lo que te piden. Porque en el nocturno no te piden mucho, pero por lo menos que te pidan
y que vos puedas cumplir con las cosas me parece que eso fue” (Be able to do everything, be
able to do things, at least do the basic things, what you were asked to do. Because in the adult
education program the teachers do not ask you to do much but even if you were asked to do little,
I would want to do it. I think that was my success). This concept of success was directly
associated with the concept of frustration and the idea that when students could not cope with the
daily responsibilities of the school, they felt frustrated and were likely to quit. The personal
world became more demanding and the academic world became more vulnerable when students
could not cope with the demands from school. For this reason, finding a balance between the
academic and the personal world turned out to be crucial in adult education (Knowles, 1980).
Even though these examples addressed particular situations, the participants all had a
particular objective in mind. Among participants, success has been closely associated with
fulfillment of their objectives. Achieving an objective and having an objective in mind
throughout the school year helped them persist and be successful. In general terms, the
participants defined success as the ability to achieve whatever they had previously set out to do.
A fourth-year participant said, “Poder lograr lo que uno se proponga en la vida, eso sería el éxito
para mí” (Being able to achieve whatever you set for your life. That is success for me.).
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To continue constructing their idea of success, other participants’ ideas are included.
There were some participants that defined success in broad terms. A first-year female participant
defines it as “Es proponerte algo y no caer” (It is to have something in mind and do not give
up).” The idea of success is associated with the idea of having an objective, and sustaining the
willingness to achieve it. A first-year male participant goes even further and defines it in terms of
what you give as a person to achieve an objective. He says “llegar al límite y dar todo para lograr
el objetivo” (It’s to reach your limits and give everything in order to achieve your objective). For
some participants success was not repeating the experiences they had previously. A fourth-year
participant states that he was feeling successful “Porque logre no dejar. Porque a esta altura ya
había dejado antes y lo estoy logrando” (Because I have not given up. At this time of the year I
usually had dropped out of school before).
Other participants associated success with their good academic performance. A first-year
male participant who was working as a smuggler defined success as “tener un título y no ser
bagayero o al menos no ser solo bagayero” (To have a degree and do not work as a smuggler or
at least not only working as a smuggler). In this definition success implies changing their
lifestyle and this is achieved by getting a degree. A fourth-year female participant alludes to her
performance and what this would imply. For her, success is “Venir al liceo y estar luchando por
todo lo que yo quiero” (Be in school and fight for what I want to achieve). This fourth-year
female participant wanted to be a police woman, and fighting for what she wanted implied
becoming a police woman one day. Another fourth-year male participant refers to his
performance as well. “¿Qué es el éxito? Tener las notas que tengo” (What is success? To have
the grades I have now).
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A fourth-year female participant gave a very detailed description of what success was for
her.
Dedique horas, estudie, no fue algo que hice así nomás, me dedique para eso, hice más
compañeros, más amigos, no sé qué más…no quede con ninguna a examen, pase con
buenas notas. Y…mirar para adelante, estudiar…porque todo lo que estaba en mi cabeza
era estudio, estudiar y terminar el liceo y ta poder lograrlo. Pero fue una lucha diaria, una
lucha día a día conmigo misma. (I devoted more hours to achieve this objective. I studied.
It was not something I did without effort, I devoted to that. I had more mates, more
friends, I did not have to sit for any exam. I passed with good grades. And I looked
forward because everything that was in my mind was studying, studying, finishing school
and being able to achieve that. But it was a daily fight, a daily fight with my own self).

Stumble Is Not a Fall

When asked about their experiences over the past year, the participants were asked about
any episode during which they thought of dropping out of school. In their responses, the
participants assumed two clear perspectives. Some of them directly said that there is nothing that
could even compete with the objective they had in mind. Other participants shared some
episodes, in some cases very intimate and heart-breaking ones, but they said that since they had
an objective they continued to achieve it. Therefore, there was nothing they could call a situation
that would make them think of quitting. These two perspectives are analyzed in more detail in
the next paragraphs. Three very detailed cases will be shared.
The participants who held the first perspective all agreed that they had a different attitude
toward school. They may have had some problems and difficult situations, but they knew in
advance “yo sé que no quiero dejar” (first-year male participant -I know I do not want to drop
out). Another first-year participant when asked about any moment that made her think of quitting
said, “La verdad es que es re difícil porque me re mentalice a no dejar. Definitivamente a pesar
de todos los obstáculos iba a seguir adelante” (The truth is that it is a difficult question because I
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got this idea in my mind about not quitting. Despite of all the obstacles, I wanted to move on).
And in most cases when probed about why they did not drop out of school, they said it was
because they had an objective: “porque mi objetivo es terminar con mis estudios” (because my
objective is to finish school).
Among the group of participants who did mention a moment they wanted to quit but did
not do it, there was a wide range of situations leading them to quit. In some of those situations,
they said school was “competing” with a personal situation that was so strong the participants
did not see any other way beside dropping out of school and devoting their time and energy to
the other activity. This is the case of a first-year participant. He shared that three months earlier
his mother passed away and he wanted to quit. “Tengo tres hermanos más chicos que apoyar. Y
no deje por darles el ejemplo a ellos porque ellos están estudiando también” (I have three
younger siblings to support. I did not drop out of school to be an example for them because they
are in school). A similar situation was told by a fourth-year participant when he talked about his
grandfather’s death. “Ese para mí fue un cinchón grande para el costado que estuve a punto de
dejar el liceo. Y después dije, “por esa misma razón vamos a seguir para adelante”. Y estuve
bastante tiempo bajoneado, que no me enfocaba en lo que tenía que hacer” (This was a big shock
in my life and I was about to drop out of school. But I later said, for the same reason I was
depressed, I want to keep moving).
The participants affirmed that there was a moment of doubt and tension when they were
about to drop out of school, but they finally decided not to quit. A fourth-year female participant
made the point that “había veces que decía bueno para que no haya complicaciones dejo de
estudiar y después decía “No!!! Porque se va al carajo todo lo que yo tengo pensado” (there were
moments that I said, “to avoid all these complicated moments I will quit” and then I told myself
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“no” because I cannot accomplish everything I had thought of). A male participant remembered
how he felt when he wanted to quit and looked at his report card. He said “no puedo abandonar
el año así, no falta nada para terminarlo” (I cannot quit school; it’s the end of the school year).
Or as another fourth-year participant metaphorically expressed that she could not “nadar tanto y
morir en la orilla” (swim and swim and die on the shore).
Among the participants, there were three of them whose accounts could serve as an
example of what they went through in the last year. A fourth-year female participant describes
that
creo que mi gran problema acá es mi pareja porque de verdad que fue eso. Hubo un día
que estaba en clase y me empiezan a caer mensajes, que no se salía con 200 hombres
calculo, porque estaba en el liceo y según el salía con todos y me empecé a sentir mal y
mal y me pare y me fui y dije no vengo más. Y me fui y no quería volver más al
nocturno. Y después me puse a pensar “pase 18 años encerrado, cuidando a mis hijos
toda la vida, soy responsable porque a ninguno le faltaba nada e iba a dejar el liceo y ese
día Salí que no volvía más y después dije “No, tengo 35 años, puedo seguir estudiando,
me va bien, porque si dijera me iba mal todavía pero me iba bien. Entonces dije No!
Vuelvo!”. Vuelvo (My biggest problem was my husband. It was truly that. One day I
was in class and I received about 200 messages telling me I was cheating on him with
more than 200 men at school. According to him I dated everyone, and I started to feel
bad. I stood up and left school and I said “I will never come back”. Then, I started
thinking; I spent 18 years locked in my house taking care of my children. I am
responsible, none of them lacks anything. So I said, “I am 35, I can keep on studying, I
am a good student, so I said “I will go back” and so I did).
A second participant talked about a very personal moment and how she dealt with that.
She described how one night she was sexually harassed by one classmate, and her classmates
adopted a negative attitude toward her.
Entonces ahí fue terrible problema y yo pensé en dejar el liceo porque claro hasta mi
amiga M me había dejado sola y ella sabía bien que había pasado eso. Pero no sé, en ese
momento me sentía sola en la clase. La única a la que me acerque más fue A y yo le decía
“che A” y todo el mundo me mandaba papelitos y me mandaba whatsapp amenazándome
o escribían en los baños o escriban los bancos o me gritaban cosas. Entonces dije, “dejo
el liceo y me dejan de joder”. Y después dije “No!” y me termino pidiendo perdón F,
pero en realidad ni me importaba eso porque yo iba a seguir estudiando. (That was a
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terrible problem, and I thought of dropping out of school. My best friend in class left me
behind, even though she knew the truth about what had happened. The only person who
supported me was A (a classmate), but the rest sent me notes and whatsapp messages
insulting me; they even wrote threatening messages to me on the toilet walls or on the
desks. So I said, I drop out of school and that is it. But then I said “no,” and most of my
classmates asked me to be forgiven. That did not matter because I knew I wanted to keep
on studying).
Finally, the third example is also given by a fourth-year student who had been battling
with her addictions. Here is her account:
Yo tengo problemas con algunas sustancias, con drogas. Entonces yo venía en un año
bien, lindo, que estaba bien conmigo, con mi familia, en el estudio, en el trabajo entonces
me sentí como muy sobreexcitada y me di un permiso de consumir y ese permiso habrá
durado unos 7 u 8 días. No fui a clases, no fui a mi casa, me descuide y entonces ahí
pensé en largar todo: estudio, el trabajo ya lo había perdido, mi casa. Lógicamente que en
mi casa no es que me cerraron la puerta pero ya uno es mayor y si queres ese camino
tómalo pero lamentablemente aquí en casa no y el liceo como que bueno…sin embargo el
liceo me mantenía ocupada y era lo que me iba, es lo que me va a dar un futuro. Y tuve la
suerte de que tuve buenos compañeros, estaban conmigo y al menos los que yo aprecio
estaban conmigo, me dieron una mano y eso me hizo pensar en volver después de 8 días
en que todos sabían que andaba drogándome. Y algún profesor que capaz no sabía y
decía “F…que le pasaba que no venía”. Pero me llevo pensarlo dos días más pero volví
porque nadie es mi futuro más que yo, nadie va a forjar mi futuro más que yo misma,
entonces volví. (I have problems with some substances, with drugs. I was having a good
year; I was feeling good about myself, with my family, with school and with my job. I
was a little over excited, and I gave myself permission to consume drugs again. That
permission lasted for about seven or eight days. I did not attend classes. I did not go
home, and I started giving up. I quit school, I lost my job, and I was about to lose my
family. My family did not close my home’s doors, but I am a grown up and I chose the
path I wanted to walk along. However, school kept me busy, and it was what it was going
to give me – a future. I was lucky with the classmates I had. They were with me, they
loved me, and they helped me, and that made me think about coming back. Some
teachers asked me why I had been absent…It took me two days, but I thought it over and
came back).
All of these participants shared some common ideas and feelings in their accounts.
Regardless how difficult their situations were, they all had a drive to succeed and move forward
to achieve the objective they had previously set. It is clear how they valued education as a
springboard to overcome the social, economic, and even affective problems they went through.
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In the following section of this chapter the reasons to persist, keep focused, and succeed
will be analyzed.
Reasons to Persist, Keep Focused and Succeed

Persisting is not a simple or easy to explain process. The participants mentioned not one
but many reasons interacting in their process of persisting. However, some reasons were highly
popular among participants. Below, there is an analysis of the reasons alluded to by participants.

Have a Clear Objective

One hundred percent of the participants mentioned a clear objective as the drive to
continue. Ninety percent of them were explicit, whereas the other ten percent mentioned ideas
related to this objective. They talked about “having a clear idea” or “knowing what we wanted.”
Economic independence was a common objective among participants. A first-year female
participant said, “Quiero ser una persona independiente y no depender siempre de mis padres” (I
want to be an economic independent person and do not depend from my parenst). A fourth-year
participant also mentioned economic independence but designated it as from her husband.
“Quiero tener mi plata, ganar bien y no depender de nada” (I want to have my own money, have
a good income and do not depend from him).
For those participants who were parents, parenthood seemed to help them set objectives
involving their children. “Después que tuve a mi hijo pienso en mí y en mi hijo y esta” (After I
had my son, I think of me and my son, that is it). This fourth-year female participant firmly
concurred, “Por mis hijos, es por lo único que sé que tengo que salir adelante. Es por ellos y por
mí misma. Ellos son mi objetivo” (for my children, this is the only reason I need to keep moving.
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It’s for them and for myself. They are my objective). And a fourth-year male participant added
that his children gave him the strength (me dan toda la fuerza) and that he really wanted to
become a model for them (quiero ser un modelo para ellos). ¿Qué le iba a decir a mis hijos? Que
por un golpe había dejado todo por lo que había luchado este año (What was I going to tell my
children? That because of some problems that I could not face I gave up everything I did that
year?).
A third group of participants associated their objective to themselves. They sometimes
saw this association as a challenge. “Esta en uno mismo el plantearse metas y el desafiarse a
cumplir esas metas y ver hasta donde llegas” (It is in you to set goals and challenge yourself to
see if you can achieve those goals and how much you can achieve). They sometimes linked it to
the idea of being somebody in life and improving their own life quality. “Yo quiero llegar a ser
algo, querer terminar el liceo que era mi objetivo” (first-year male participant – I want to achieve
something, be somebody in life. To finish high school was my objective).
What is clear is that all participants saw this objective as a compass to guide their lives
and help them persist. “Pienso en mi objetivo. Si no trato de enfrentar esas situaciones no voy a
llegar a mi objetivo” (I think of my objective. If I do not face negative situations, I will not be
able to achieve my objective), said a fourth-year male participant. And another fourth-year male
participant, when thinking of the times he dropped out, declared that “en cambio esta vez me lo
puse en la cabeza y hasta lo último decía “No, termino cuarto”. Y había días que hacia frio y me
iba en la moto y decía “un tironcito más así para terminar cuarto” (this time I had it in my mind.
And until the last minute I told myself “No, I will finish fourth year”. And there were some cold
days and I was riding my motorbike, and I told myself “a little more, a little more and we finish
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fourth”). The objective was like an inner voice, a motivational device that helped them overcome
obstacles and fears, but at the same time, it was an ending point they wanted to reach.
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Figure 4: Participants’ responses to how support helped them persist in education.
Note. The x-axis represents all the types of support the participants mentioned. The y-axis
represents the number of participants who alluded to the different types of support.

Finding Support of Various Kinds

Figure 4 shows participants’ idea on how influential support is on their decision to stay in
school. Support from their classmates is self-reported as the most important one, followed by the
support they receive from family. Still, from an educational perspective the role of classmates
and teachers was significant for motivating the students to stay in school. An interesting finding
is that support is a variable that was found among the fourth-year participants more than in the
first-year participants. In Figure 5, this difference can be clearly seen. In the three most popular
types of support – from their classmates, from their families and from their teachers – the
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answers came predominantly from fourth-year participants, and in the case of support from their
teachers, fourth-year participants were the only ones who mentioned it as useful for remaining
motivated and persisting. Then, when participants talked about support from their classmates
90% of the responses came from fourth-year participants. In the case of support from their
family, 72% of the responses came from fourth-year participants. We can speculate that fourthyear participants, in their previous years at school found in others’ support a good source of
motivation and persistence whereas first-year students are just at the beginning of their courses
and are in the process of socializing and fitting in at school.
To illustrate how support played an important role in persisting, here is what some
participants said about the support they received. Regarding classmates’ support this fourth-year
participant said “el grupo era un grupo revoltoso pero era un grupo que si yo iba re triste a clase
por ejemplo o con millones de problemas, yo en ese momento que estaba en el liceo aprendiendo
también me desenchufaba de los problemas” (the group was a little disruptive. But it was a group
that whenever I was sad or with problems when I went to school, my classmates cheered me up
and I forgot the problems). She also mentioned that when interacting with her classmates and
when they knew that she had four children, her classmates asked her how she could cope with
everything. Through this interaction she saw herself as an example for other classmates that it is
possible to study and take care of your family at the same time. She said “Entonces es como que
uno sirve de ejemplo también de que se puede” (It is like I could be seen as an example that it is
posible to do both things).
“Y tener esos compañeros es como que te da más ganas todavía” (When you have
classmates like this, it is like you are even more willing to study) was the way this fourth-year
male participant defined the relationship with his classmates. This relationship went beyond
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classroom walls and as he describes “Entonces vos queres juntarte para estudiar” (you want to
meet outside and study and prepare your classes with them). When one member of the group
went through some situation that could lead him/her to drop out of school, the group was there to
encourage him/her to persist. This fourth-year female participant alludes to this situation.
“Teníamos el aliento mutuo de todos que cuando uno se quedaba afuera los demás decíamos
“entra entra, dale…”. Viniste hasta mitad de año y vas a dejar ahora?” (We had support from all
the classmates. For example when one person was outside school trying to play hooky we told
him/her to go to class. Sometimes we told him/her “you came until now and you are not going to
quit now, aren’t you?). This idea of having their classmates’ support inside and outside school
was mentioned in several accounts. A fourth-year male participant was very explicit and said
“eramos un grupo muy unido, muy unido, no solo en clase sino afuera también. Nos apoyábamos
todos y si teníamos un problema lo hablábamos y lo apoyábamos todos” (As a group we were
very close to each other. We supported each other and if one person had a problem, we talked
about it and we supported him/her to overcome that problem).
Regarding the support they received from their families, participants alluded to the
important role their families had in persisting and completing the school year. It is the case of a
fourth-year mother who sometimes believed she could not attend school because she had to take
care of the smaller children; but their older children told her “No mamá, anda que cualquier cosa
te llamamos” (No mom, go to school, if something happens we call you). Participants felt that if
they quit, they were disappointing their families. This fourth-year male participant said
“valorando el apoyo…eso chiquito que me dio mi viejo y su señora. Que yo sabía que no me
podía defraudar a mí, que no podía defraudarlos a ellos” (I valued the support I received from my
dad and his wife, these little things he gave me. I knew I could not disappoint myself and I could

139
not disappoint them). This first-year female participant concludes that he persisted because of the
support she received from her family. When she was asked why she persists, she said “El apoyo
de mis padres porque ellos siempre me estuvieron motivando durante el año y trate de seguir
adelante” (Because of my parents’ support. They were always there, motivating me along the
year and I tried to continue studying).
Finally, fourth-year participants alluded to the support they received from their teachers.
“Los profesores siempre apoyando y motivando” (the teachers were always supporting and
motivating us), a male participant recounts. A female participant, when asked what she found
different when attending traditional classes and now, stated that “me da la sensación de que a
ellos les importa que nosotros estudiemos para…que aprendamos, les interesa que aprendamos”
(I have the feeling that they (the teachers) care if we study, if we learn. They are interested in our
learning). This support they received from teachers was not just emotional. A fourth-year female
participant recalls that “si tenían que darte materiales no tenían problema en apoyarte dándote los
materiales, darte una ayuda y lo que estaba al alcance de los profesores los profesores siempre
aportaban” (They did not have problem to give you the material, or give you a hand if you
needed it and whatever they could do, they did it. They always supported us).
These quotes exemplified the difference between first-year participants and fourth-year
participants regarding the importance of the support they received in the process of persisting.
Figure 5 shows the graphic representation of these differences and could give the reader a better
understanding about the role of support in becoming more persistent for fourth-year participants.
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Figure 5: Comparison of first-year and fourth-year participants’ sources of support.
Note. The x-axis represents all the types of support the participants mentioned. The y-axis
represents the number of participants who alluded to the different types of support. Blue
represents responses from first-year participants and red represents responses from fourth-year
participants.
Feeling Capable

As mentioned before, all of the participants in this study previously had negative
experiences in education. The participants’ accounts demonstrate how these negative experiences
affected not only their choice to stay in school but also their perspectives toward their own
abilities. One common fear was to feel “que no podria lograrlo” (that I could not do it), referring
to their ability to learn. The participants made a point when they described their first time at
school after dropping out. They said they were frightened and defensive at the same time: “tenia
miedo y estaba viendo que pasaba.” But they slowly discovered school was not that difficult.
According to a first-year participant, “me di cuenta que podia” (I realized I could do it). They
even noticed how learning is possible no matter your age. A fourth-year female participant
alluded to this issue: “Aunque pasen los años vos podes seguir estudiando y no pierdes la
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capacidad, capaz que te cuesta más, porque mira que a mí me costó al principio” (Even when
years go by you can continue studying and you do not lose your ability to learn. It may be a little
harder because it was really hard for me at the beginning).
Some participants had a negative and fixed mindset regarding their abilities, but attending
an entire series of classes changed their attitude and perspective toward themselves. A first-year
male participant recognized that “ahora siento que puedo más de lo que yo pensaba que podía”
(now I feel I can do more things than I thought I could). Another first-year participant, after
describing how her family did not believe in how much she could do, was convinced about her
ability to study. She said, “Yo creo en mi de que tengo una capacidad” (I believe in myself, I
believe I have an ability).
The participants associated the feeling of being capable with their self-efficacy. Their
accounts show that knowing they were improving their performance helped them be motivated.
“Me alienta, me deja bien, me sube la autoestima y todo para seguir viniendo al liceo” (It cheers
me up, I feel good, I grow my self-esteem and everything in order to keep coming to school), a
first-year male participant shared. A fourth-year participant described his feelings regarding his
self-efficacious performance: “Me estaba yendo bien y eso también te motiva” (I was doing well
and that motivated me).
Low self-esteem and a fixed mindset are closely associated with aging and the belief that
aging reduces your abilities. As an example of this, a fourth-year female participant recalled,
“Este año pensé que por la edad que tengo ya no iba a poder seguir estudiando, que no iba a
rendir lo que rendía antes y me di cuenta que no, que estaba equivocada en eso” (This year I
thought that with the age I am I was not going to be able to continue studying, that my
performance was not going to be good. I was wrong). Aligned with this idea, a fourth-year male
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participant remembered that throughout the year, he realized that he had not lost his intelligence
(En el transcurso del año me di cuenta que la inteligencia no la había perdido). Seeing that they
could overcome every single step in their schooling fueled their motivation to study and attend
school. The participants argued that when they noticed their progress, they realized that
achieving their academic goal was going to be possible with effort and perseverance.
A fourth-year male participant summarized the ideas expressed above. He said that
“viendo que iba progresando y que podía terminar el año bien más ganas me daban de ir y de
seguir estudiando” (as I saw my progress I realized I could finish the year. I was more willing to
attend classes and I wanted to keep on studying). This idea of feeling capable proved to be a
strong variable affecting the motivation, self-esteem and determination of the students. This
process is framed within another human process: maturation. The influence of being more
mature is analyzed in the following section of this chapter.

Being More Mature: “Me Parece Que Madure”

One question participants were asked was if they noticed any difference between the
person they were now and the person who had dropped out of school in the past. There is
common ground in that the participants believed they were different and they had changed due to
some situations they went through. A first-year female participant described herself as “mucho
más dura/ experimentada. Antes era una gurisa y ahora soy una mujer” (I am much stronger and
experienced. In the past I was a teenager, now I am a woman). This change from a teenager into
a grown up implies a change in the perspective the participants had regarding their own
objectives. “Es otra mentalidad ahora y no sé, hablo conmigo mismo mucho, hablo con la
almohada, que te falta, que tenés que hacer, lo mismo en el trabajo, que trámite tengo que hacer
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para poder hacer todo lo que necesito” (It is a different mentality now. I do not know. I talk to
myself a lot. I talk to the pillow, what I need? What do I have to do? The same happens at work,
what papers do I have to fill in? What do I have to do?).
The participants also alluded to how this change produced an impact on the way they
learned. A fourth-year male participant made a comparison between who decided to study when
he was an adolescent and now, what to study at that time and now and how to study at the time
he dropped out of school. Nowadays, ownership of his own decisions has become an important
variable to his persistence. “Vos tenés tu propio pensamiento o la capacidad de elegir tus propias
cosas” (you have your own way of thinking and the ability to choose your own things), he said.
Another fourth-year participant went beyond that and described the way he learned and the way
he learns now. He talked about the role of experience in learning as an adult, something the
literature has extensively researched (Knowles, 1980). The participant made the point that when
I was an adolescent I listened and memorized, but now I compare it with my own experience
(“cuando sos adolescente lo escuchas y memorizas y ahora lo pones en comparación con cosas
vividas”).
According to these accounts, the change from a teenager into an adult had a strong
significance in the accomplishment of their academic objectives and to develop persistence
toward this accomplishment. This idea is associated with Duckworth’s idea that grit develops
over time (Duckworth, 2009). They rediscovered how able they are to learn, how they can
increase their abilities and how they are more self-regulated in terms of what they want and how
they will get it. When the participants talked about the reasons for dropping out in the past, they
alluded to ideas such as the inability to face problems and challenges. However, as part of this
process of maturation and more self-regulation, the participants discovered, tried, and developed
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strategies to face their challenges and problems. This will be analyzed in the following section of
this chapter.

Being Able to Face Problems and Challenges

This change into adulthood implies their development of the ability to face problems and
challenges. Those strategies may entail approaching the problem and facing the challenge, or
they may entail avoiding the problem and finding a way of not being affected by the problem. A
fourth-year student says that she sees problems from an adult perspective: “tratando de que eso
no me afecte” (trying not to be affected by it). Ignoring problems was the most popular strategy
among participants. A fourth-year male participant found out that ignoring his problems is a
useful strategy because he was the one who loses if he pays too much attention to the problem (
“porque soy yo el que llevo las de perder”).
Those participants who associated becoming more mature to being able to face problems
saw that not facing problems was not beneficial in the past. A fourth-year participant had already
used avoiding strategies when he had problems. He said, “trato de enfrentarla, más que nada, no
bajar los brazos porque cuando los baje perdí tiempo” (I try to face it, mainly, do not put my
arms down because when I did it I lost my time). Even the way they solved the problems
changed. A first-year participant shared in his account how he was a violent student in the past
and how he solved problems at that time. In his words, “Antes yo lo resolvía con violencia física
pero ahora si tengo un problema me gusta hablar” (In the past, I solved problems with physical
violence but now if I have a problem I like to talk).
This change in the way they approach problems and challenges has to do with a change in
the way they self-perceive. They do not see challenge or problems as a threat; on the contrary,
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they embrace challenge and have developed some strategies to cope with it. For these reasons, as
part of their growth, the participants changed their mindsets and showed some of the features of
a growth mindset person. A more in-depth analysis is presented in the following paragraphs.

Developing a Growth Mindset

A growth mindset person is a person who sees his/her abilities as incremental (Dweck,
2006). It is a person who accepts and embraces challenge and sees failure as non-permanent.
Some data analyzed in previous paragraphs and the data analyzed in this section of the chapter
help us conclude that as part of the change the participants manifested, they developed a growth
mindset. A first-year participant said that part of her change was a mental one: (“por el lado
mental”). Another first-year female participant added that now she feels she is positive (“siendo
positiva”) and is more willing to study nowadays than in the past (“yo creo que no le puse las
ganas en su momento”).
Another aspect related to having a growth mindset is how the participants see challenge.
In this particular case, the fourth-year male participant had an accident and was in Intensive Care
for six months; after that his perspective toward life and problems changed. “Con lo que viví de
la internación es como que hoy los desafíos ya no los tomo como que fueran el fin del mundo.
Antes yo lo tomaba como que era la muerte, como que era lo peor, pero ahora aprendí a mirar
todo de otra manera” (With everything I lived with the accident and being hospitalized is like
today I do not see challenges as the end of the world. In the past I saw challenge as if it were the
death, the worst but now I learned to see everything from a different perspective). Another
fourth-year participant complements this idea: “Yo tengo 21 años, hay gente de 50, hay gente de
mi edad también y en peores situaciones y nadie se muere por los problemas de la vida” (I am 21
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but there are people in their 50s or people of my age that are in worse conditions and nobody
dies from life problems).
In addition to this, the participants realized that nothing lasts forever and failure or
frustration is not the exception. As one fourth-year female participant recalled, “Creo que nada es
para siempre y un día malo lo tiene cualquiera, no es algo que va a durar toda la vida” (I think
nothing lasts forever. Anyone can have a bad day; it is not something that will last your whole
life). This led the participants to embrace challenge and do it with a positive perspective. This
idea was synthesized by a fourth-year male participant who said,
Y yo le pongo el pecho a la balas. Yo sea lo que sea por más que no tenga un lado
positivo trato de inventarle un lado positivo para tratar de que nada me derribe. Siempre
mirando para adelante nomas. Si surge algo que me desanima dejo eso de lado y me
concentro en otras cosas. A la larga lo termino. (I “put the chest to the bullets.” Whatever
it is, even without an apparent positive side, I try to see the positive side in things so
nothing can let me down. I always look forward. If something that discourages me
appears, I leave it aside and focus on other things. In the end I finish it).
The participants attributed part of their changed views toward education and educational
goals to a change in themselves. Some of them called it maturation, others adulthood, others a
change in their minds, and others attributed to an explicit and clear objective, but all of them
agreed that there was a change of some kind. It is clear that the same participants who opted to
drop out or stop out in the past are now challenging their own life and fate. The role of teachers
has succinctly been mentioned in terms of the support they give students to persist, but, as
educators, how much can we help students succeed? How much can we help them develop
strategies to persist? How much can we help them overcome frustration? How much does this fit
Nora’s (2006) model and what new components can we add? These and other questions will be
discussed in Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
In Uruguay, education is compulsory from kindergarten through grade 12, with the goal
of producing educated citizens. However, the rate of dropouts, especially in middle and high
school, is still very high. To address this issue, adult education programs have been developed to
help adult learners finish middle and high school. Within adult education programs, one main
concern that teachers, administrators and policy makers have is how to help these students stay in
school. However, an overwhelming number of adult students drop out of the programs for
multiple reasons. As an adult educator myself, this has become one of my biggest concerns and a
research objective. I wonder how I can help my students stay in school and achieve their
educational objectives, and also what makes some students stay in school no matter the problems
and the difficult situations they face.
The aim of this study was to determine how to explain adult students’ persistence at an
adult secondary school program in Uruguay. To that end, I examined the reasons participants
identified as part of their decision to persist and stay in school after having gone through
negative academic experiences in education earlier in their lives. After analyzing the data, and
according to the participants’ accounts, a number of psychological factors affected students’
persistence within this group of participants. The data obtained from the interviews seem to
indicate that participants were grittier since they reported having a clear objective in mind as
well as having gone through a process of maturation, which included more self-control, selfesteem and self-efficacy, self-regulation, value for education, interest for what they were
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learning, together with an incremental value for social motivation—both indicators of the
development of persistence and grit among them.

About This Study

The study was conducted with students in an adult secondary school program in Salto,
Uruguay. The students were in their first and fourth years of secondary school. The two levels
were purposely chosen to examine the differences among participants in the first year at the
beginning of their secondary school life and the fourth year, which is close to the end of their
secondary school life. When analyzing the data from the two groups, it was clear that the level of
students who quit school plummeted in the fourth year. Knowing more about this dramatic
change and listening to participants tell how they stayed in school was crucial. However,
contrasting participants from the fourth year with participants from the first year provided better
understand of why the fourth-year participants persisted more often.
There is very little research on this topic in Uruguay. It seems like teachers have
conducted some classroom research to address the specific issues they have with a particular
group, but there was no systematized information about the topic. This lack of research
constituted a motivation to conduct this study and contribute to the discussion of how adult
learners can persist in school. Additionally, there was no plausible explanation for why students
quit, or stayed in school, so foreign literature was used to provide a theoretical framework for the
study. Nora’s (2006) research in the United States has sought to understand why Latino students
persist. He organized the existing literature on the topic and created a model to explain how
Latino students become engaged in school. Nora’s Model of Student Engagement appeared to be
the most comprehensive model to explain students’ persistence in a secondary school in
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Uruguay. Nora’s model includes aspects of the students’ immediate past experiences, called precollege factors, and it also includes different components, such as institutional allegiance or
cognitive and non-cognitive gains related to students’ life in college. The final component of the
model is persistence, as the end of a causal process, manifested by the re-enrollment in college.
Nora’s (2006) model contains six constituent elements, most of them sociological, for
explaining why Latino students persist in college. Within those constituent elements, the model
incorporates a small number of psychological elements called psychosocial elements, but those
elements were not comprehensive of the psychological aspects involved in students’ persistence
in the current study. The existing research provided examples of students’ internal processes of
motivation that were not reflected in the model (Bandura, 1994; Duckworth, 2016; Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009). Additionally, the participants in the current study endorsed self-efficacy, selfregulation (Knowles, 1980), self-control (Duckworth & Carlson, 2013) and grit (Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009). These aspects provided different information about persistence from that in Nora’s
(2006) model and caused me to refine the definition of persistence given by Nora (2006).
Contrary to what Nora (2006) portrays, persistence is not an end-point but a process in which grit
and persistence are not fixed traits but developed through time (Duckworth, 2013; Ris, 2015).
Therefore, a new model, using Nora’s as the foundation, was created based on the results of this
study and will be presented at the end of this chapter.

Summary of Research Questions

The three research questions examined the degree of adaptability Nora’s (2006) model
provides. The target population of the current study, Uruguayan adult learners, all had a negative
experience with school, as it was previously stated by Rivero (2008). They had all quit school as
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an adolescent and were out of school for a period of time that ranged between 2 and 20 years
(see Figure 2), so the research questions explored the participants’ past and present experiences
with education, allowing them to recount and compare the two experiences. The first question
was “How do adult students in Uruguay describe their past experiences as learners?” With this
question, participants described their negative past academic experiences: what led them to drop
out and what they did after they dropped out. The participants recounted those moments in close
detail. They described not only the situation they went through before quitting, but also the
psychological factors affecting their decisions to leave school.
The participants revealed a state of necessity in a dead-end path that did not allow them
to find another solution and stay in school. What choice does a person facing the decision of
taking care of her baby or studying have? What choice does a person facing starvation and forced
to work have? What choice does a person whose parents do not support his/her idea of studying
have? It was not just the lack of money or the lack of support but the mental state they had that
led them to this lack of choice and this idea of quitting school. This first research question was
useful to understand not just the sociological aspects of leaving school, which are reflected on
Nora’s (2006) model; it was very useful to understand the mental and psychological processes
taking place within the individuals.
The second research question marked the beginning of the process of re-enrolling in
education and persisting. It asked how adult students in Uruguay describe the process of coming
back to school, what challenges they faced when re-entering education in an adult education
program, and how they overcame those challenges. All of the participants revealed that there was
a key moment that made them think about education and the importance of being educated. In
some cases it was the birth of one of their children; in other cases, it was the lack of economic
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resources; in others, it was seeing how other people could achieve an objective when they had
not even set one. The participants noticed that between the interval when they quit school and the
time they decided to come back, there was some time that allowed them to mature and develop a
growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). Developing a growth mindset implies that the participants faced
challenges, learned from criticism, and very importantly, they did not see failure as permanent.
This last component of a growth mindset helped the participants understand that failure is part of
life but with hard work and perseverance, it can be overcome (Duckworth, 2016). They noted
that those two aspects helped them overcome the barriers and negative situations facing them
while helping them feel more capable and successful.
Finally, the third research question focused on the students’ positive experiences, the
ones they had the previous year that showed them how they could persist. The question was as
follows: “How do adult students in Uruguay describe their last school year and what drove them
to keep focused and succeed?” The data showed how the participants perceived their intelligence
as more developed and how their ability and strategies for coping with failure and problems were
more developed as well. It was also clear that this perception was clearly aligned with their
explicitly set life objectives. The explicit objectives played a leading role in this study, as
participants attributed a lot of value to them, yet this aspect was not seen in Nora’s (2006) model.
This value can be associated with some theories such as grit, defined as “perseverance and
passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007, p. 1087). It can
also be associated with multi-dimensional constructs such as engagement and value, among other
constructs. In addition to students staying in class, there were students who were engaged with
the content of the classes, seeing the value that education will add to their lives and sustaining
their motivation high because of this (Christensen, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012; Fredricks et al.,
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2004; Skinner et al., 2009; Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008; Skinner,
Kindermann, & Furrer, 2008).
Participants’ descriptions of their last school year often included problems or ups and
downs; they were descriptions that showed the participants facing and solving those problems
and finding support and resources in places and with people that they had not counted on before.
The participants revealed how they were much better equipped to address challenges and were
more resourceful to find solutions to the problems they had to face. Answers to the last research
question revealed how persistence was not a simple process that could be explained by a couple
of variables but rather a complex web of intertwined variables that affect each person differently.
Therefore, persistence is a multi-faceted process that needs even more research to be explained.
Proof of this multi-dimensional characteristic is the polysemic understanding of the concept of
persistence; in fact, Nora’s (2006) model places persistence at the end of the process, while the
participants in this study displays persistence much earlier in the process of returning to
education.

About This Chapter

In the first section below I discuss the four major themes found in this study: 1) having an
objective in mind and sticking to it, 2) being somebody in life, 3) the presence of multiple
psychological aspects of persistence influencing motivation, and 4) the idea of stop outs as
opposed to dropouts. In the next section, Nora’s (2006) model will be examined through
responses from the participants in three sub-sections. The first one refers to the components from
Nora’s model the participants alluded to in their accounts. The second one describes the
components from Nora’s model that were not mentioned by the participants. Finally, a third
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section combines the elements from Nora’s model that were alluded to and elements the
participants mentioned but were not part of Nora’s model. Using the two sets of elements, a new
model for student engagement was created for this particular group of participants.
The implications section focuses on actions that teachers, administrators, and students
can develop to promote persistence among adult students. The conclusion section centers on the
summarized responses to the research questions set in Chapter 1 and reveals whether the
questions asked prior to conducting the study were true for this particular group of participants.
Finally, I outline a possible intervention to promote persistence among adult learners that is
shared as a possible technique to be used and researched.

Major Themes Found

The participants reported changes in themselves and in the context in which they had
lived during their traditional education and the person and the context they are now in adult
education. Participants named several elements that contributed to the development of their
persistence. I identified several themes in this study, but here I will discuss only the four major
themes. The first one is the use of an explicit objective to persist. This objective acted as a
reminder and motivation for participants to stay in school. The second one is to be somebody in
life. This theme was complex in that even though most of the participants mentioned it, its
meaning was different for each of them. The third major theme was the role of psychological
factors and motivation in participants’ persistence. Finally, a differentiation between dropouts
and stopouts is made to distinguish people who dropped out permanently and people who
dropped out with the idea of returning to school one day. Each one will be analyzed considering
past research and literature.
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Theme 1- Using an Objective to Persist

One common aspect mentioned by each participant regarding the idea of persistence was
the existence of an objective. Having an objective in mind is a difference researchers have found
when comparing traditional and non-traditional students, when comparing adolescents with adult
learners (Knowles, 1980). Knowles states that adult learners need to make their academic
objectives explicit to learn and persist. The existence of this objective is one of the six principles
of andragogy, and its appearance was one of the characteristics of this group of non-traditional
adult learners, which is not surprising.
The academic objectives participants set varied in content, in length, and in other aspects,
but they were always present to prompt participants’ idea that education was necessary to
achieve an already set academic and/or personal goal. A set objective acted not only as a target
but also as a way of assessing that persistence took place. Ginsberg and Wlodkowski (2009)
define persistence as “continuing in an adult education program to the extent that personal
educational goals have been met or that some courses or training have been completed” (p. 2).
When the participants accomplished the objective they previously set, they realized how they had
persisted. With this concept in mind, not all the participants in this study accomplished the
academic objective they had. However, Ginsberg and Wlodkowski also include the possibility of
measuring persistence when people finish a course or training. In the case of these participants,
they finished the school year and they planned to continue. Therefore, they can be labeled as
persistent people.
The participants also revealed how this objective may have not been clear at first, but
through interactions with peers and teachers, it became clear and explicit. Making educational
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objectives explicit is one of the andragogical principles Knowles (1980) identifies in his theory.
One key difference between pedagogy and andragogy is that in pedagogy the teacher leads the
students and in andragogy the teacher accompanies the students, mentors the students, and
cooperates with the students. In pedagogical terms, the students have a passive role in the
teacher-student equation, while in andragogical terms, the students have a more active and
proactive role in the teacher-student equation. These aspects were clear in the participants’
accounts: the role of the teachers and peers, the presence of an objective that was or became
explicit, and the change in the way teachers and students approached the teaching act. This
theme leads to propose adaptations to the methodology used to teach adults. Educators and
administrators need to assume their job of working on making academic and personal objectives
explicit (Knowles, 1980; Nora, 2006).
Regarding the person, having an objective in mind, and developing a plan to strategically
accomplish it appear to be the most important findings. All participants mentioned an objective
that led them to go back to school, to continue studying despite adverse moments, and to finish
the school year. They defined this process as success. Their objective had different contexts: for
some participants being back to school was to become somebody in life; whereas for others, it
was to be a role model for their children or have a better job or pursue a university career.
Setting an objective now was easier for those participants who were already parents. In
concordance with previous research, when people have grown-up children it is easier to set
objectives and persist. As children grow up they are more independent. A fourth-year female
single-mother participant alluded to the fact that her older children, aged 15 and 17, were the
ones who took care of the smaller children. It was easier for her to study because she had less to
worry about in terms of child care. Previous research showed similar conclusions regarding this
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link between having familial responsibilities and persisting in education (Comings, Parrella &
Soricone, 1999; Sabatini et al., 2011; Ziegler et al., 2006).
Their objective acted as a compass, and they continued studying no matter what
happened to them or what struggles they went through. A fourth-year participant recalls that
every time she wanted to quit, she remembered how she had the objective of acting as a role
model for her children and went back to classes. The participants viewed themselves as having
an objective in life as a sign of having changed. They described themselves as being more
mature, having clearer ideas, having developed a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007), and living life
with a different perspective. These changes implied the development of numerous strategies to
face challenges, address every situation they were going through, and keep focused. This is a
clear difference between the first-year participants and fourth-year participants, since the latter
developed a higher number of strategies to persist.

Theme 2- Being Somebody in Life

The most popular objective among participants was to become somebody in life. This is a
popular idiom in Uruguay and is also a common one in the United States. Parents in Uruguay tell
children how important it is to study and attend school to “become somebody in life.” In terms of
previous research, however, not much evidence could be found to support this idea. One similar
finding was part of previous cross-cultural research on reading motivation. Participants in
Uruguay used the idea of “being somebody in life” to motivate themselves to read (Tonks,
Rodriguez, Wang & Schwartz, 2014).
Semantically speaking, the meaning of “being somebody in life” is not precise or
univocal, evidence that participants defined it in numerous ways. Participants included aspects
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such as earning a degree, having a better job, finishing high school, having their own things
(their house for example) or having their own money. Exploring how students defined being
somebody in life is not only interesting and useful to help them persist but also necessary to
understand what they mean by this phrase and help them make this objective more concrete and
achievable. The teacher and the institution can do much more to help them persist when they
know more about the students’ ideas. Counselling at the beginning of the school year can help
the students understand why they want to study and what they want out of it.
Regarding the institution, having supportive teachers who use the right methodologies
and help students connect their personal and academic worlds seems to be paramount to motivate
them. In addition to this, the participants mentioned the support they got from peers as a key
element for persisting. Even though support was a frequent aspect, the participants mentioned
throughout their accounts, it was more visible and popular among the fourth-year participants.
These participants were the ones who mentioned teacher support and institutional support as a
reason for staying in school.

Theme 3- Role of Motivation and Psychological Factors Affecting Persistence

One aspect that was not included in Nora’s (2006) model was the number of motivational
constructs mentioned by the participants. When talking about topics such as persistence, success,
and setting an objective, the participants alluded to different dimensions of motivation. They
mentioned aspects of self-efficacy and their motivation to stay in school and finish the school
year. Legold and Welch-Ross (2012) found a direct relationship between intrinsic motivation and
persistence. They concluded that when students felt more self-efficacious and developed their
self-esteem and sense of ability in a specific subject, they would persist. Past research also
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showed that self-efficacy correlated with grit (Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas, Reser, Usher, &
Toland, 2012). All of these past findings align with the participants’ accounts in this study. Selfefficacy was universally mentioned. The participants revealed that at the beginning of the year
they were unsure of whether they would be able to learn or finish the school year, but after they
started feeling capable and seeing how their grades were better as the year went by, they wanted
to stay and finish the school year. “En muchas ocasiones quería dejar, y miraba las notas y lo
bien que me iba y seguía” (On several occasions I wanted to quit. I looked at my grades and how
good I was, and I continued). This is an aspect that teachers and administrators should pay
attention to, especially around the beginning of the school year and each semester.
Another construct of motivation that was mentioned by the group of participants in this
study was self-regulation. It was not a surprising finding because self-regulation has been
previously found as a determinant in adult learners’ motivation and persistence (Knowles, 1980).
Self-regulation gives students a sense of ownership over their own life. Self-regulation is closely
associated with the idea of setting an explicit objective that guides regulation, and at the same
time, the person self-regulates his/her temperament to achieve this goal (Duckworth & Carlson,
2013).
The existence of a long-term goal, an academic objective that participants want to
accomplish, leads to the concept of grit. Grit has been defined as passion and perseverance for
long term goals (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009), and involves the interest individuals have
regarding a specific topic and their sustained effort to accomplish a long-term goal. There were
strong allusions to these concepts by the participants in this study. There is little doubt that the
participants had a renewed interest in education that served as a means or as an end on its own.
Education was the common thread that linked all of the participants. They all thought that by
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being more educated they would be able to accomplish their personal and academic objectives.
There is also little doubt that they sustained their effort to achieve intermediate objectives such
as finishing the school year or getting good grades at the end of it. The accomplishment of these
intermediate objectives was part of the participants’ self-regulation and grit (Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009; Duckworth, 2016). Prior research in the field has revealed that grit helped with
student retention in very complex and deprived contexts (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009; Strayhorn, 2013). As stated earlier in this study, the people attending adult
education programs in Uruguay came from deprived and complex contexts that are comparable
to context in the grit studies.
This concept of grit has produced contradicting opinions in academia (Ris, 2015; Crede,
Tynan & Harms, 2017; Muenks et al., 2017). However, researchers like Ris (2015) acknowledge
the importance and usefulness of grit because it helps us understand how people overcome
struggles and make sacrifices to succeed. Grit has also become very popular in educational
settings. Policy makers, teachers and many researchers seem to have a very positive and more
univocal perspective toward the topic of whether grit can be considered as part of people’s
persistence (Muenks, Yang & Wigfield, 2017). Grit was even included as a non-cognitive skill in
recommendations for practitioners to help learners develop skills they need to succeed in school
(U.S. Department of Education, 2013). However, in the research field there are some problems
with validating grit and the concept has been associated with other constructs such as interest,
self-regulation and self-efficacy. Some people criticize this apparent overlap between concepts,
but in their study Muenks, et al. (2017) make an exhaustive comparison between grit and these
other constructs and conclude that grit is different from them and should be considered as a
separate construct. The participants in the current study proved to be gritty because they had an
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objective in mind and they put in effort and perseverance to accomplish it (Duckworth, 2016).
Therefore, grit is not a construct that should be included in the discussion of why these
Uruguayan adult students were persistent.
Setting an academic objective, developing coping skills and being able to face new
challenges were labeled by the participants as signs of maturity. They identified a change
between the person who re-enrolled in school and the person who quit school some years ago.
Those signs of maturity referred to by the participants are the same signs a person with a growth
mindset has (Dweck, 2006). Dweck states there are several components or actions that indicate
that a person has a growth mindset. One of those characteristics is their attitude toward
challenge. Participants in this study embraced challenge, and even though it was tough at the
beginning, they could overcome their self-esteem and ability issues and could face the
challenges. In the interviews, I asked participants if they remembered a moment in which they
wanted to quit. All of them shared a very difficult moment that could have led them to quit. But
instead they stayed in school and faced the negative situations they had to go through. The
participants persisted and finished their school year, which was the more immediate objective
they had set. They understood the value of effort. For example, consider the fourth-year
participant who realized the sacrifice she was making by leaving her children at home and
attending classes; or the first-year participant who said he walked long distances to go to school;
or another fourth-year participant who acknowledged there were times he did not have anything
to eat but he wanted to continue studying. They all understood that without effort and hard work
they would not accomplish their objectives. Finally, it is not surprising that the participants,
especially the fourth-year participants, gave a lot of importance to peer support and group work.
Learning with others is one of the characteristics of a growth mindset person. This study revealed
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a significant difference between first-year participants and fourth-year participants. Fourth-year
participants wanted to work cooperatively and were more aware of their learning process and its
possible downsides than first-year participants.
Finally, three constructs mentioned in this study were grades, self-esteem and support.
Past research has also found that these constructs are important for the development of
persistence and motivation. Stan (2012) found out that having good grades was key to staying
motivated and persisting in school. The participants mentioned grades, especially good grades, as
a drive to stay in school. A fourth-year participant said, “Queria dejar, pero cuando veia las
notas, no podia” (I wanted to quit but when I looked at my grades I just could not). This idea of
good grades as a drive to keep focused and motivated is somehow tricky because grades are seen
as extrinsic motivation (Wang & Guthrie, 2004) but most participants used grades “to form”
their self-efficacy. In some accounts, grades were associated with self-efficacy, developing selfesteem, and support from others (Martin & Dowson, 2009), among others.
The importance of this finding is how teachers and administrators will incorporate these
constructs into their teaching and administrative practices to help students sustain their
motivation over time and persist. The role of assessment and evaluation will be crucial. Students
need to see assessment and evaluation as part of the growth of their abilities and capacities rather
than a sign that their ability is fixed. The messages that the teachers and administrators give in
this regard will be vital to developing a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006).

Theme 4- Stop-Outs vs. Dropouts

The fourth finding that stood out was how the participants in this study did not think of
dropping out of school as something permanent. Ginsberg and Wlodkowski (2009) have called
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students who do this “stop outs,” defined as people who drop out with the intention of coming
back to education later. At the time they left education, they felt there was no other possibility
but to quit school. Without knowing about the intention to return, it might seem that the students
wanted to quit school and could consequently be labeled as a dropout. This happens when we
focus on just the fact of leaving school rather than the process leading them to do that. However,
when students quit education but have in mind that education is something important, something
they want to go back to, or something that can help them improve their situations, their ultimate
intention is not to drop out of school but to stop-out for some time until they can resolve the
negative situation they are going through. The participants’ intention was to find a way to return
to school; ergo, they should be called stop-outs rather than dropouts (Herzog, 2005).
Seeing adult learners as stop-outs rather than dropouts can have an impact on how they
are treated institutionally, statistically or even methodologically. From an institutional
perspective, schools need to be prepared to receive these students back into their programs.
Being in and out of school constitutes a characteristic of the adult population attending these
school programs. Schools should have counselling programs to provide these students with
support and a mechanism for listening to stop-out students’ voices. Several participants
mentioned how important the support they received from teachers and staff to stay in school was,
and that support helped them overcome the initial problems they faced.
This fact also has an impact on policy making. Knowing that the population of adult
education programs is in and out of school may prompt the existence of asynchronous alternative
adult education programs. With recent advancements in technology and accessibility to
technology, online programs could be designed to help students finish secondary school.
Nowadays, technology is even more accessible in Uruguay, where Plan Ceibal provides students
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with free internet access everywhere and the One Laptop Per Child program provides students
with a laptop computer to bridge the technology gap (Kaiser, 2017). Past research has shown that
this type of flexible and self-directed educational solution promotes persistence (Conrad, 2005).
Regarding the participants’ context, the changes in their maturation and life experiences
also influenced the way they related to others and how much their context influenced their own
decisions now. By their accounts, the participants described how their beliefs and objectives
drove them to do things by themselves rather than doing what people told them to do. Some
people, such as friends, had negatively influenced them in the past. When they compared the
persons they are now with the persons they used to be when they decided to quit school, they
declared how being more mature now made them think more about themselves rather than about
what others may say or think. The people they had become by the time they returned to school
helped them take on the positive aspects of the context and discard the negative ones. For
example, they knew they needed to take advantage of the institutional support and the job
opportunities as part of their objectives. This aspect was more prevalent among fourth-year
participants than first-year participants and is another important difference among the two
groups.

Implications for Nora’s Model

Nora’s (2006) Model of Student Engagement was used as the foundation for this study.
The reason for this choice is that adult students in Uruguay are similar to college age Latino
student in the United States, for whom the model was developed. Both populations are more
mature and have the ambition to continue studying in order to get a degree. Uruguayan students
want to get their high school diploma whereas Latino college students want to get their college
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degree. Another similarity between the two populations is the strong demands they have from
their personal world. Both Uruguayan adult students and Latino college students have to deal
with several family responsibilities and sometimes social barriers. Uruguayan adults usually have
their own family and job and they make education fit in their schedule. Latino college students
usually struggle financially and cognitively because their lack of academic preparedness. The
differences between the two groups of people are notorious. Their level of education is not the
same since Uruguayan adult students return to education to finish their secondary school whereas
Latino students studied by Nora are attending college. Education is free of charge in Uruguay
and it is paid at the college level in the United States.

Nora’s Model of Student Engagement

Nora’s model consists of six causative elements leading to persistence (See Figure 6
below). I used the word causative because the model organizes these elements, so the
predecessor affects the following one. For example, the pre-college factors affect the sense of
purpose that the students will have. Depending on their perception of their ability, the
psychosocial factors affecting their decision to attend school and the support they have will
affect the academic aspirations the students have. This model presents persistence as an end
point, which is the consequence of the presence of all the previous five elements in the model.

Figure 6: Student engagement model: Theoretical framework. (Nora, 2006)
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This viewpoint is strongly challenged by the participants in this study. They do not see
persistence as a product, or the end of a process, but as the process itself. Nora’s (2006) model
equals persistence to re-enrolling in college. This is not the perspective this group of Uruguayan
adult participants had. They associated the re-enrollment in school as a key moment that
represents a change in their mindsets, a change in their perspective toward education and toward
their own life, and it constituted the beginning of the process of persisting.
Persisting for the Uruguayan adult participants in this study goes beyond the fact of reenrolling in school; it implies a sustained effort to achieve their long-term goals (Duckworth &
Quinn, 2009). Consequently, Nora’s (2006) model fails to fully explain this process of
persistence, mainly because there are some psychological factors related to motivation and
persistence that should be included in the model. It also needs some rearrangement of the
components to fit the viewpoint that this group of participants had and does not leave persistence
as the ending point but as part of a process.
In this section the comparison between Nora’s model and the results of the study are
analyzed. For a better understanding this section is subdivided into three smaller sections. In the
first section, the parallels between the model and the participants’ accounts are discussed. In the
second section, the constituent elements of the model that were not alluded to by the participants
are analyzed. In the third and final section, those elements that were not part of Nora’s model but
were alluded to by the participants will be incorporated to create a new model of student
engagement and persistence.
As it can be seen in Figure 7, several components of Nora’s Model of Student
Engagement were alluded to by the participants (those components have been highlighted in the
model). The constituent elements of the model mentioned in this study had an influence in
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participants’ decision to stop out and in their decision to go back to school. The participants did
mention all of the highlighted components, but they did not establish any type of systematic
relationship that can be compared to this model. This can be attributed to the fact that they
perceived persistence differently.
Within the pull factors, the participants mentioned several elements. They all talked about
a negative experience at school that produced frustration at the moment, and they did not go back
to school until they felt the need to finish school to achieve an academic/personal objective. The
participants alluded to various issues taking place within their contexts. Those issues included
parents divorcing, having a baby, forming a new family, death of a member of the family, or just
the lack of family support were pointed out as pull factors. This negative experience is not part of
the model, but it is part of the academic experience that adult learners in Uruguay have
(Contreras, 2008).
Nora’s (2006) model includes some psychological pull factors. These factors are called
psychosocial factors, but they are not explicitly stated in the model. Nora refers to the high
school, but there is no direct indication of what this psychosocial factor is. One can guess that
these psychological pull factors refer to the previous experiences in school, but there is no direct
reference to them in any other column. For this reason, the current study focused on the
psychological factors affecting students’ persistence, and the results proved it right. The
participants alluded to psychological aspects of persistence in every single component and in
various ways during the persistence process. In addition to this, the psychological factors in
Nora’s model do not show any relationship with the other elements included under the same
column. The current study concluded that the psychological factors affecting the participants’
decisions to stop out school cannot be separated from the environmental factors affecting that
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decision. When the participants addressed the question of describing the moment they quit
school, they expressed the frustration they had for not being able to cope with all the things that
were happening to them. They were overwhelmed by situations that were directly influencing
their emotional, social and familial stability, for example, the divorce of their parents (Fourthyear male participant). The change in the relation to Nora’s (2006) model is that the pull factor
was not just the new responsibility the participant had or a problem he/she had to face but his/her
conscious inability to cope with those situations. For this reason, the psychological factors
present in Nora’s model will be considered in conjunction with the environmental pull factors.
The second element in Nora’s (2006) model is sense of purpose and institutional
allegiance. Within the sense of purpose and institutional allegiance, the participants mentioned
the educational aspirations they had. They were all back in school and willing to study. The
degree of ambition as well as how long-termed the objective was depended on the participants’
ability or perception of his/her ability to achieve that objective. Some participants were very
ambitious, and their aspiration was to finish school and pursue a university career, even for those
students who were attending first year. Other participants were more cautious, and their
aspiration was to finish that particular year or to finish middle school or to finish the fourth year
and see what happened next. The participants in this study showed the relationship Nora
previously found between the pre-college and pull factors and this sense of purpose. The
previous academic experiences, together with their perception of their ability influenced the type
of educational aspirations that the participants stated.
One possible discrepancy between these findings and Nora’s (2006) model has to do with
the participants’ purpose. The participants wanted to finish school because they wanted to be
somebody in life, or because they wanted to be a role model for their children, or because they
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wanted to earn a bigger salary. The presence of an objective here goes beyond an academic
aspiration or the academic aspirations acted as a means to accomplish this objective. Earlier
discussion has considered the concept of this objective and its motivational role (Knowles,
1980). This is a clear sign of cognitive development and maturation.
The third causative element in Nora’s (2006) model after the pre-college and pull factors
and the sense of purpose is the academic and social experiences. There are several elements in
the model and also mentioned among participants. However, in this particular element of Nora’s
model, there are discrepancies between first-year participants and fourth-year participants. Nora
groups the relations and support people receive from peers and teachers within this column. It
also includes those possibilities of formal and informal interaction with them. The clearest
discrepancy existed within teacher support since only fourth-year students mentioned it as
important or relevant for them to persist.
The fourth element in the model groups the outcomes. Nora (2006) divides them into the
cognitive and the non-cognitive components. GPA and academic development comprise the
cognitive areas, the latter measured by the perceived and the actual gains the student make. A
key element was to keep motivated and stay in school. Again, in this study academic
performance and academic gains were not found in isolation. On the contrary, when the
participants talked about their grades, they saw them not as an end in themselves but as an
indicator of how they were more self-efficacious, once more the motivational aspect prevailed.
They expressed how doubtful they were about whether they would be able to learn, finish the
school year, and pass the subjects. Having good grades was seen as a measure of their ability and
was used as a motivator to continue to achieve their goals (Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas, Reser,
Usher, & Toland, 2012).
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Another important component was their perception of their academic gains (Dweck,
2006). They were positive about when teachers linked what they were teaching to their
experience. The teachers used methodologies based on andragogy (Knowles, 1980), which made
the participants realize the teachers cared about them. The participants initially saw education as
a means to achieve an important goal; however, they could see the value of learning new topics
and new strategies that would be useful for life and not just instrumentally to achieve the
objective they set.
Regarding the non-cognitive gains, acceptance of others seemed to be an essential
construct to consider. A notorious difference within the participants is that only fourth-year
participants talked about the support and acceptance needed to stay. The first-year students were
more reticent in this regard, but the fourth-year participants had more strategies to persist, and
some of those strategies involved their peers – for example, studying in groups, exchanging
materials or discussing topics with classmates, or finding a peer who knew more about the
subject to ask for help.
There are two aspects within the non-cognitive gains that can be seen from a different
perspective. Nora (2006) identified self-esteem and self-efficacy as two components of the noncognitive element affecting persistence. The current study showed that participants had low selfesteem and low self-efficacy when they began attending school due to their negative experiences
at school (Rivero, 2008). For them, and for the teachers, self-esteem was something they had to
deal with. The participants described how they felt they would not be capable of learning, but
they paid attention to their grades, and those grades were taken as an expression of their
increasing self-efficacy (Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas, Reser, Usher, & Toland, 2012).
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The participants’ responses were different regarding goal determination. They were
determined to achieve their educational goals because it would help them meet a long-term goal.
There was not a significant difference in how the participants now saw education from a more
mature perspective. They understood that what they were learning has a value that they can use
in real life. For this reason, not finishing school was out of the question since they understood it
was the only way possible to improve their status quo and achieve the long-term goal they set.
Nora’s (2006) final element is called persistence, and it is the consequence of all the
previous elements in the model. Persistence was identified with the re-enrollment in a higher
education institution. However, the participants in this study did not see the enrollment in school
as an equivalent for success in persisting. When they were asked what success was for them, they
alluded to the enrollment as the beginning of a new chapter in their educational life. Instead they
mentioned the accomplishment of an academic/personal objective as the synonym of success.
Some participants were even more precise and added the component of having good grades.
Persisting involved re-enrolling, but it went far beyond that, as it involved attending school
regularly, getting good grades, and finishing the school year – in other words, achieving the
objective they had already set (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009; Knowles, 1980).

Components of the Model to Which Participants Did Not Allude

There were some aspects of Nora’s (2006) model the participants did not mention in their
accounts because they were not applicable to their contexts. One typical example is financial
assistance, placed within the pull factors. The reason for its absence is that in Uruguay education
– including university education – is free of charge. This has two connotations. First, if money
were needed, it would not be for education but for something that education entailed. Second, as
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money is not needed to pay tuition or school fees, nobody thought of any type of economic
assistance for students.
Additionally, two factors were not incorporated into the participants’ accounts regarding
their academic and social experiences. The first one is the involvement in social or academic
organizations because there are none within the school. Nevertheless, there is a strong interaction
within the class, as all of the students shared the same teachers, the same rooms and the same
timetable. At the beginning of the school year the group chooses a leader called “delegado” (the
delegate) and another leader who is a teacher called “consejero” (counsellor). These two people
help the group become more cohesive and build rapport.
The second social and academic factor missing is the perception of discrimination or
prejudice. Some participants mentioned they had been fearful about not fitting in before actually
starting classes. As soon as they started attending school, they realized they were not the only
ones who quit, they were not the only ones who stopped out for several years, and they were not
the only ones who had and have problems. In fact, many participants stated they felt reassured
when they realized all of their classmates had been through similar or even worse situations and
problems. They developed a sense of belonging as soon as they got to know their classmates
well.
The existence of a long-term objective as such is not present in Nora’s (2006) model, but
it is a constituent element of several theories on persistence (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009; Dweck,
2006; Knowles, 1980), so it is included in the new model. This new long-term objective was
considered a turning point for the participants. They had been dwelling on their negative
experiences, but setting an objective moved them from this mental state to a state of hope. They
realized that education was the only means to achieve the long-term objective they had set. The
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participants were asked if they had faced a situation in which they were likely to quit during the
last year. All of them mentioned very difficult situations that ranged from very intimate and
personal situations to familial and economic situations, yet they all agreed that since they had set
an objective, they found a way to overcome that situation and stay in school. Some participants
did it on their own and some others with the help of peers, teachers or family. All these ideas
position the long-term objective participants set as an important determinant of persisting in
education.

Model for Engagement in Uruguayan Adult Secondary School Students

This model for persistence, see Figure 7, contains a blend of all of the components from
Nora’s (2006) model that were mentioned by the participants as well as all those aspects that
were novel to the current study. This study revealed that persistence was not associated with the
re-enrollment of the students. Re-enrollment was just an event that marked the beginning of
sustained effort to achieve an objective (Duckworth, 2016). Persistence is presented in this
model not as an end but as a process that ends with the achievement of the objective the students
had set. For this reason, re-enrollment is situated as the third constituent element of the model.
The re-enrollment indicates the entrance of the students to school. Then the participants in this
study attributed their persistence to a set of variables they encountered after they were in school
again. The components are summarized in Figure 8 and analyzed in the following paragraphs.

Pre-Enrollment and Pull Factors

This is the first set of variables a stop-out student faces when deciding to re-enroll in
school. It includes elements such as their perception of their ability to learn; their perceptions of
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school, encouragement and support from their family; and some environmental factors
influencing their decision to re-enroll in school. To understand this element of the model, and as
this study concludes, it is vital to remember that the adult students who wanted to re-enroll in
school went through moments of frustration that led them to stop out of their original education
(Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas, Reser, Usher, & Toland, 2012). This negative academic experience
influenced all of these variables, and students needed to overcome these impediments and
barriers to actually re-enroll.
Students’ learning ability is one of the aspects they needed to face. Having had a negative
academic experience left them with a low perception of their ability to learn (Nora & Lang,
2000; Rojas et al., 2012). An example of this is the first-year female participant who stated that
for years she believed she was unable to learn; her family believed she was unable to learn. It
was not until she attended a six-month massage therapy course that she realized she was able to
learn and decided to go back to education. After this negative experience with education, the
participants felt they were not capable of doing it. However, the participants showed how there
was a moment in which they started feeling they would be able to cope with school and its
demands. Part of this change was attributed to their change of attitude toward school, knowledge
and their future (Dweck, 2006). This is closely related to the psychosocial factors affecting the
pre-enrollment stage.

Figure 7: Adult student engagement and persistence model.
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There are six main psychosocial factors the participants pointed out as influencing their
decisions to return to school. The environment at home and the environment at school are two
key elements that were already present in Nora’s (2006) model. In their accounts, the participants
expressed a positive idea of school in terms of its climate, and when they decided to re-enroll,
they argued that the way they were treated when asking for information and exploring their
possibilities to re-enroll positively influenced their decisions to return to school. An example was
given by a first-year male participant who said that when he went to school for the first time and
talked to the staff, he felt at home and wanted to attend school. Something similar happened at
their homes. Most of the accounts indicated some type of problem at home to be one of the main
causes for dropping out of school. When this situation changed and students understood how to
cope with family and personal problems, they changed their perspective toward school and
education in general (Dweck, 2006).
There were participants who perceived a change in their familial relationships. They
acknowledged their relatives were now supportive of their decision to study. This new
encouragement helped them understand how education can be a springboard to achieve personal
and academic goals. That was the experience of a first-year female participant who recognized
how her mom helps her by taking care of her child when she is at school.
Sense of purpose. Once the participants became conscious about the aspects that
contributed to their decision to stop out of education and were able to overcome them; they
found a purpose for going back to school. This sense of purpose is represented by an objective
they set. For some participants, setting a long-term objective per se was the key to re-enrolling in
school (Duckworth, 2016). Other participants alluded to particular goals such as being somebody
in life or being a role model for their children. With an objective in mind, they made the decision
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to re-enroll in school and were convinced that education would be the means to achieve this
long-term goal (Duckworth and Quinn, 2009).

Re-Enrollment in an Adult Education Secondary School

This is the third component and is in contrast to Nora’s (2006) model: re-enrollment
marks the beginning of a process of persistence within the context of school. From this element
onward, Nora’s model is left behind, and a new model is has been created to reflect the results of
this study and the group of participants in it. In Uruguay, the path for adults who want to reenroll in school is taking adult education secondary school programs at night. Once they are reenrolled, their academic or institutional life re-starts (Rivero, 2008; Knowles, 1980). The
variables affecting their persistence at this stage are analyzed in the following paragraphs.
Academic and social experiences are vital because they involve how the newly enrolled
adult interacts with and acquires useful experience at the new educational institution. Five areas
prompted the participants to persist in school: their involvement in learning communities, their
social experiences, the school climate, how they found validating experiences, and how they
built mentoring experiences. In all five areas, the roles of peers, teachers and staff are identified.
The promotion of social motivation through social interaction is key in this element of the model.
Building rapport with classmates, teachers and staff; working collaboratively; promoting
social interaction; and sharing experiences were strategies the participants identified regarding
what the institution needs to adopt to make students’ life easier (Dweck, 2006). Participants in
this study recalled how these interactions helped them feel more secure and comfortable within
the school and how their teachers made a difference in the classroom. It is important to note that
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the participants correlated these aspects of school with their cognitive and non-cognitive
outcomes.
Cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes do not focus on the person and his/her relationship
with others or the institution but with his/her relationship with knowledge and the process of
learning. There are three main variables interacting within this element. Those variables are
performance, ability or competence, and some non-cognitive gains. Performance is the most
external of the three variables.
The participants paid attention to the grades they earned on the tests or projects they had
to submit. They shared how having good grades prompted them to continue and to stay
motivated. One fourth-year participant explicitly said that he thought of quitting school, but
when he saw the grades he had, he persisted. Grades, especially good grades, were one
expression of their performance and of their self-efficacy, but it seemed to be the most important
for the participants in this study (Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas et al., 2012).
Another variable alluded to by the participants when talking about their cognitive gains
was competence or ability. This ability is intrinsically related to how much they learned and how
much value they assigned to what they learn in class. Ability can be divided into two types: the
perceived and the actual. The former is expressed by the student’s belief in his/her ability; it is
his/her mindset (Dweck, 2006). This perception of his/her ability has been influenced by the
relationships the student created within the institution and is part of how comfortable the student
feels there. When the student just enrolls and starts attending classes, his/her perceived ability
tends to be lower due to the influence of negative academic experiences in the past. The latter,
his/her actual ability, is generally higher than his/her perceived ability and manifests in the
grades he/she earns.

179
The improvement the participants noticed in their ability to learn was also determined by
some non-cognitive gains that also have a cognitive impact. They included values such as
acceptance of others or valuing diversity and motivational elements such as self-esteem and selfefficacy (Nora & Lang, 2000; Rojas et al., 2012). The participants mentioned how they felt
empathy for their classmates when they realized all of them had been through difficult situations
and they all wanted to find a way to improve their lives. In addition to this, noticing that they
could earn good grades in conjunction with the development of their ability to learn helped them
increase their self-esteem because they felt more self-efficacious.

Persistence

In this study, the participants revealed that the idea of persistence as a synonym for
success has multiple layers. It was a set objective or a set self-demand regarding school. When
they enrolled, success could be defined as attending school up to a certain moment (Easter
holidays, winter holidays, among other times participants noted). After they reached that
moment, success was defined as getting a good grade (6 or above out of 12) on their midterm
tests. When they achieved that, they wanted to finish the school year. When they realized that
was possible, they wanted to finish and get a good grade in all their subjects. Some participants
even talked about finishing middle school or high school and attending a university.
It can be concluded that persistence is part of the process to success but the content, the
length and the characteristics of this process are very subjective. Each person, and each
participant in this study demonstrated that, had his/her own definition of success and persistence.
There are some characteristics of this process of persistence that are clear. The presence of an
academic objective, the effort and perseverance to achieve this objective, and the development of
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coping strategies framed within a change in the person’s mindset seemed to be paramount to talk
about persistence.

Other Important Implications

Based on the application of Nora’s (2006) model and the creation of the new model of
student engagement, there are implications for practice involving teachers, administrators and
policymakers. Teachers are the ones who are in closer contact with students. They play an
important role within the model, providing students with support and encouragement beyond the
teaching. As mentioned before, the teacher helped the learner make his/her goals explicit, created
a friendly atmosphere in the classroom, promoted social interaction within the classroom, and
sought to understand the type of students he/she is teaching. The results of this study revealed
how important is to base teaching on andragogical concepts so students can link their academic
and their personal world.

Implications for Teachers

Teachers should understand that adult learners need knowledge to use in their personal
lives, to solve everyday situations, and to cope with everyday problems rather than learning for
only the sake of learning. Teachers should plan together, work collaboratively, and adapt the
content and the approach to adult learners. Some of the key features that should be considered
while planning are the use of experience, the use of problem-based learning and project-based
learning instead of using traditional exercises, the use of activities prompting students’ selfregulation and autonomy, and the use of alternative assessments rather than traditional
evaluations. The adult students should be encouraged to be much more engaged in the activities.
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In terms of grouping, adult learners profit from exchanging ideas and experiences. For
this reason, they likely prefer group work over individual work. For adult learners, every
discussion or sharing of experience can become a learning experience. Group work can also
trigger and help develop their social motivation. Knowles (1980), when defining Andragogy,
defines the role of the teacher as one of companion or mentor who should help the learner make
his or her objectives explicit. This is a key role for the teacher. Below, I share a possible
intervention that could aid the teacher in this endeavor.
Another aspect that was addressed in this study was the development of coping strategies.
Those strategies equipped the students with more tools to face challenges and problems so they
ended up persisting more. Those coping/persisting strategies are of various kinds but there is no
doubt that the teacher in the classroom can help the students develop strategies to persist. This
becomes more possible within a friendly atmosphere and a non-threatening classroom.
These methodological changes will move the teachers away from their comfort zone and
will affect their philosophy of teaching. It is worth mentioning that working with approaches
such as project-based learning makes teachers and students think more holistically and
realistically.

Implications for Administrators

The data from this study suggest that there are implications for administrators at three
different levels: the people, the institution and the social support that the institution can provide.
It was clear that fourth-year students alluded to the support they received from their teachers in
order to persist. Therefore it is vital to make teachers conscious about the important role they
play within the learning/persisting process. In addition to this, principals must also understand
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how significant it is for the staff of the institutions to know how best to treat and deal with adult
learners. Training sessions on dealing with adults for teachers and school staff are advisable at
least twice a year. Meetings in which teachers and staff can share ideas about the students are
also strongly recommended.
The institution must also pay attention to the way it addresses adult students’ issues and
the services that could be offered. Considering that work and family responsibilities are two of
the biggest barriers participants found in their schooling experience, schools should have
programs with flexible timetables and attendance. Including online components within courses
would be very beneficial for students who cannot attend face-to-face courses. One teacher per
group or the “adscripto” should be monitoring the absences or periods in which students are not
attending lessons either face-to-face or online. A phone call and a meeting with the student could
be enough to help him or her stay in school.
In terms of the services that could be offered by the school, there are a number of
important ones. I recommend the institution employ a multi-disciplinary team of professionals
including a psychologist, a social worker and a teacher to attend to the psychological, affective,
social, and pedagogical needs of the students. This team could also recommend outside resources
to the student in case they cannot help him or her solve the problem. Another service that I
would offer is vocational counseling. Some students do not know why they are in school or what
career they they want to pursue. A professional career counselor will encourage the students to
think deeply about their careers and life goals and subsequently set attainable academic
objectives.
The third level of implications for administrators concerns the social support an
institution can provide students. Participants in this study alluded to distance to school, a lack of
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economic resources and some referred to their lack of material resources. Bearing that in mind,
offering transportation scholarships to support those students who live far from school or do not
have the means to pay for bus tickets would alleviate a lack of economic resources. Socially
speaking, the organization of festivals, concerts, outings and other events to promote social
cohesion are strongly recommended. Social events would also promote communication among
students and help them find support from their peers, something fourth-year students alluded to
as necessary to persist.

Implications for Policymakers

As mentioned in Chapter 1, schools in Uruguay are not self-regulated but they follow the
regulations Administracion Nacional de Educacion Publica (National Council of Public
Education) creates. The principals of the schools have some autonomy but implementing these
recommendations is not under the control of principals. Therefore it is up to ANEP to implement
such recommendations, and regulations regarding adult education in Uruguay must be changed.
Some of the recommendations proposed also imply an increase in the school budgets and this
needs the support of the national authorities to actually happen.

Conclusion

After analyzing the participants’ accounts together with Nora’s (2006) Model of Student
Engagement, there are some conclusions that can be drawn. Nora’s model has been used to
explain persistence from a sociological perspective, especially in the United States. The target
population in this study shared some characteristics with the population used in American
studies: Latino participants with negative academic experiences and part of minority groups.
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While Nora’s model has been used in quantitative research; this study was qualitative, so the
results from this study cannot be fully compared to the results in other studies due to
methodological reasons.
The findings from this study revealed that some components of the model should be rearranged and some new elements regarding persistence should be incorporated to a new model.
The participants prioritized two areas as the main elements to promote persistence: the existence
of an objective – especially a long-term objective – and several psychological components
affected their motivation to stay in school and accomplish the educational goals they previously
set. Those two elements had a strong impact on the participants and suggest a change in the focus
of where to include persistence within the model. In Nora’s (2006) model, persistence was the
final component and represented by re-enrollment in school; persistence was the natural
consequence of finding all of the characteristics that led to persistence. According to this study,
persistence is not an end but a process that starts when students re-enroll in school and start
navigating the schooling process again.
In Uruguay, this is a novel study for several reasons and should be considered as the
starting point for more studies involving adult learners and their process of re-enrolling in school
and, more importantly, staying in school. This long-term discussion of why people quit school
has a new milestone: the re-definition of some students as stop outs and not as dropouts (Herzog,
2005). Even though the concept of stop-outs has been in educational settings for some time now,
Uruguay has favored the concept of dropouts to refer to students who quit education. This
perspective produced problems validating national statistics (A. Acosta, personal
communication, September 15, 2016), and it did not describe the real situation of these students
who quit school but wanted to go back and continue studying.
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Adult learners need to focus on making their academic/personal objectives explicit, and
the teachers must support this process. Only with an explicit objective in mind and when learning
is made meaningful by joining the students’ academic and the personal worlds will students be
able to trigger their motivation and fuel their willingness to persist and achieve their already set
goal.

Possible Intervention

One way results from this study could be used is in developing interventions for adult
learners. Bearing in mind the results of this study, I created a possible intervention, called the
hot-air balloon intervention, to help the students make their academic objectives explicit, the
type of support they have, the possible barriers they face to attend school and study, and the
long-term objective they have set. The usefulness of an intervention like this is to help the
students assume a more pro-active attitude toward their learning process and in this way be more
conscious about persisting to achieve that long-term goal. This intervention is at the stage of
being a proposal, and for this reason, it should be implemented and tested in other adult
education programs in Uruguay.

Hot-Air Balloon Intervention

The hot-air balloon intervention is proposed to help make students’ goals explicit. In this
intervention, teachers work with an activity called “the hot-air balloon.” It should be
implemented at the beginning of the school year, and students and teachers should work with it
every two weeks. This activity is summarized in Figure 8.
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Figure 8: Hot-air balloon intervention.

In the hot-air balloon intervention students are given a sketch of a balloon. Before
actually working with the balloon, students are asked if they know how a hot-air balloon works.
The balloon itself is divided into three parts. In the first part of the balloon, students answer the
question of why they are there. The aim of this part is to make their immediate goal conscious. In
the second section of the balloon, students jot down the main support they have at that moment.
Then students indicate what their long-term goal is. Finally, students describe the challenges and
barriers they have to face to attend school. This question is in the basket of the balloon since it
acts as counterweight and equilibrium for the balloon.
The results of the first attempt to do the task may not be always good. There might be just
a small number of students able to complete all sections in the balloon. Working with these

187
questions might be a really hard thinking moment not all the students are prepared for. Two
weeks after the first attempt, the teacher presents the activity again and invites the students to
think about the same questions. Having been within the context of education may affect the
results of the activity. Teachers can continue working with this activity for the rest of the
semester until classes finish.
This proposed activity/intervention focuses on promoting persistence. According to the
findings of this study, it is important to have an explicit objective in mind as well as the reasons
to achieve that objective. In Uruguay, teachers and principals meet every month to discuss how
courses develop. This intervention could be another source of information to know more about
the students and how everybody at school can help them. It can be used as a strategy to promote
retention within the educational institution. When the semester finishes, teachers and principals
should meet to analyze the results of this experience. One possible indicator of whether this
intervention has been effective is the number of students who quit the courses during that
semester compared to the figures presented at the beginning of this study.

Future Research

Several topics are worth investigating for future research. As an adult educator, I would
like to see how useful the intervention I propose in this study is. It will be interesting to analyze
what students write on their hot-air balloons and see the process of how the content of their
balloons changes over time.
Another aspect of this study is the proposed model of Student Engagement. It needs
more research on different contexts and/or with a larger number of participants, even in Uruguay.
It will be very beneficial for teachers, policy makers, administrators, and students to see whether
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this model represents the average Uruguayan adult learner or if it is a model for this specific
cohort.
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APPENDIX A
ADULT SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS PERSISTENCE QUESTIONNAIRE
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ID # ______________________
PART 1
1- Gender:

2-

Male

Female

Other

Age:
Less than

1
18
2

19-24

3

25-30

4

31-40

5

More than
40

3- At home I live… (mark all the options that apply)
1

Alone

2

With my parents

3

With my partner

4

With my children

5

With other people

At home we are _____ people
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4. I work.

Yes

No

Choose all the options that apply from the list below:
1

I am the breadwinner

2

I co-support my home economy

3

The money I earn is only for me.

4

I work less than 8 hours

5

I work more than 8 hours

6

My job is seasonal

7

I have a permanent job

8

I have my own company

9

At work, I have a flexible timetable

10

At work, I cannot ask for time to study

11

I work in the city

12

I work in the countryside

5. My family
1

Supports my decision of going back to school

2

Doesn’t care about my decision of going back to school

3

Is not very happy about my decision of going back to school
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6. I decided to come back to school because…
1

I want to get a better job

2

I want to finish high school

3

I want to be a role model for my family

4

I want to pursue a university career

5

Somebody from my family tells me to do it

6

I don’t know why I came back to school

7

Other (write it)

8

I left school ______years ago.

9

Do you attend all the subjects? Yes _____ No____ I used to but drop some _____

10

The class workload is: less than expected ____ OK____ overwhelming ____

PART 2
In the second part of this questionnaire you have to choose a number between:
1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me)
7

I feel comfortable at school

8

I think the classes are very interesting

9

Setbacks don’t discourage me

10 There are people at school I can talk to when I have a
problem
11 I have difficulty maintaining my focus on projects that
take more than a few months to complete
12 Sometimes things are not interesting but I do them
anyway
13 My experience helps me understand what is taught in
class

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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14 I finish whatever I begin
15 When I want something, I am determined to get it
16 I am a hard worker
17 I prefer when I have choices at school
18 I often set a goal but later choose to pursue a different
one
19 I enjoy exchanging information with my classmates and
learning in groups
20 I know failure is part of learning and I am ok with that.
I keep trying
21 I feel the teachers have the right teaching method for
adults
22 I do not attend classes on evaluation days

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR STUDENTS
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ADULT STUDENTS’ PERSISTENCE IN SCHOOL
ID # _____________
Date of the interview: _____________
INTRODUCTION TO INTERVIEW
Hello, my name is Aldo Rodriguez and I am researching on adult students’ motivation. I
would like to ask you some questions about you and your experience working with adult
students. The questions have no right or wrong answer. I am interested in knowing honestly what
you think about some topics related to the students you work with. Nobody will read or listen to
this interview and your identity will be protected
COMING BACK TO SCHOOL
1- Please, describe the moment you came back to school.
Probe:
 Tell me about the reasons that led you to come back
 Which experiences led you to drop out traditional education?

YOUR ACADEMIC LIFE
1- Tell me about your experience at school.
Probe:
 What are the main characteristics you have now as a student and you didn’t have when you
were a traditional student?
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 What are your main needs as a learner?
 What do you think you bring to class?
 How do you face setbacks?
 How do you succeed? Do you receive any type of support?

FACTORS TO PERSIST
1- Describe a moment in your life when you wanted to drop out adult education. What were the
reasons that led you to continue and don’t give up?
2- What are the main barriers adult you faced when you came back to school?
3- What factors do you think that contribute to your stay in school?

INTERVIEW EXIT
Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.

